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INTRODUCTION

On approaching ninety  
in the spring of 2009

The odds of our being are beyond comprehension.
“Miracle” is the only word that can come close.
Like “miraculous sunlight” that makes conditions for life to appear and 

develop here on this earth.
As a colleague of mine put it:
 “Your parents had to couple at precisely the right moment for the one 

possible sperm to fertilize the one possible egg that would result in your 
conception.  Right then the odds were still a million to one against your be-
ing, or the answer to the question your biological parents were considering 
or unconsciously posing.”

And that’s just the beginning.  The same happenstance must repeat it-
self throughout the generations.

From the turn of the 12th century  (mathematically speaking) each of us 
have about a million direct ancestors.

     Remember, each of these ancestors had to live to puberty.  For those 
whose bloodlines came through Europe (and there were similar tragedies 
around the globe) not one of your hundreds of thousands of direct forebears 
died as a child during the bubonic plague, which mowed down half of Eu-
rope with its mighty scythe.

 Not only did all our human ancestors survive puberty; their pre-
human ancestors did the same.  

Then we have to go back further to our pre-mammalian ancestors.  And 
from them to the paramecium, and beyond that to the pinball of planets 
and stars, playing out their diurnal courses, spinning back through time to 
the big bang itself (if there ever was one).

Mathematically, our death is a simple inevitability.  Whereas our life is 
the miracle that hinges on an almost infinite sequence of accidents.  The 
universe was pregnant with us when it was born (assuming a beginning).

   So, if you find yourself feeling out of life’s race, so far behind the 
pack that you can hardly see its dust, if the odds weigh against you, the 
odds against happiness returning to fill your days with joy, the seemingly 
overwhelming odds that you will never recover from whatever is beating you 
down – take a moment to ponder life’s cosmic odds and how you have al-
ready beaten them.

         
Sam Wright, March 20, 2009 

On the first day of Spring
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 PREFACE

To you who may read these letters: 

They are not fiction or written to children. Every incident actually hap-
pened.  And all persons named were as I knew them or as I knew of them.

I began writing these “Letters To Unborn Posterity” at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century as a personal reminder of how fortunate I was to 
have lived through most of the twentieth century and into today’s adventur-
ous and transitional time in history. Writing across several generations, I 
wondered what would be of interest in a future time and place that I cannot 
imagine.  So, I decided to begin by telling those who had not been born what 
I first remembered and then go on from there.

I did not want to make my letters any longer than my fingers usually 
scribble one out, which is about three or four pages.  And above all, I wanted 
to keep them as personal as if we were sitting down together and talking to 
each other.  As I looked through them, with their attachments, I thought 
they should be put into a form that would make them easy to share.  So here 
they are in the form of a book.

Early in the twenty-first century seems to me an appropriate time to tell 
you “the way it was” as I saw it during those last three quarters of the twen-
tieth century and as I see it now at age ninety.

Your Great-Great-Granddad, Sam 
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 FIRST

Dear Great-Great-Granddaughters and Sons,

When you read this I will be dead.
It is funny, my writing about being dead.  Right now I am very much 

alive and you are dead. At least you have not been born.  
I wonder if you were dead before you were born like I will be dead when 

you read this? Anyway, I am writing to you before you are born and before 
I am dead. 

I’m writing you letters so you will know a little bit about what it was like 
to be alive at the beginning of the century 2000.  

I am going to try to tell you what it is like for me to be alive at this time 
because I would like to have known what it was like to be alive before I was 
born.  At least I would like to have had a great-great-grandfather or great-
great-grandmother tell me the story of how it was for them before there were 
paved highways and airplanes, or how it was before there were telephones or 
before women could vote.

Most of my life I can remember.  But when I was about five years old I 
was knocked unconscious by a big rock and I cannot remember what hap-
pened before that.

My father was a minister.  He was minister of the Union Congregational 
Church in a little town called Hurley.  Hurley was a copper mining camp in 
the Santa Rita Mountains of western New Mexico.  The mining company’s 
church served all Christian denominations except the Roman Catholic.  I 
remember the Catholic Church was in Mexican Town across the railroad 
tracks. It had two tall belfry towers.  

Whenever someone in Mexican Town died, the bell in the Catholic 
Church tower would slowly ring one long bong at a time.  My dad, whose 
name was Sam, the same as mine, was also the Boy Scout Master.  He took 
the troop on hikes into the craggy cliffs of the Santa Rita Mountains on oc-
casional weekend outings.

This is how I lost my memory before I was five years old.  It was on a 
Saturday hike.  Because my dad was the Scout Master, I was allowed to go 
along with the older boys as a kind of mascot.

Anyway, we were a couple of miles from town, climbing single file up a 
rocky cleft, when a boy in the lead loosened a rock about the size of his head.  
It came bouncing down the slope to where I was scrambling over a rocky 
ledge.  The boulder hit me a glancing blow in the forehead and knocked me 
backward over the low precipice.  I landed among the rocks below, uncon-
scious.
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My father said he thought I was dead because there was so much blood.  
He said I was bleeding not only from my forehead but when I was knocked 
backward into the boulder-strewn cleft, the back of my scalp had been cut 
open by the rocks on which I fell.

My dad carried me the several miles to town at a half-run.  The boys 
fetched the mining camp doctor.  The doctor told my parents I had a con-
cussion, and if I did not gain consciousness by morning, “The odds are Sam-
my will  probably not survive.”

This was my first experience with what I think death might be like.  I 
had beaten the odds!  It wasn’t scary at all.  It was like being asleep and not 
dreaming.

I remember waking up the next morning with my mother and father, a 
nurse and Doctor Hanks standing by my bed.

Dr. Hanks had helped bring me into the world when my mother gave 
birth to me five years earlier in the mining company’s hospital in the town 
of Santa Rita.

As I said, everything that happened before this particular morning was 
told to me.  I can’t remember anything before that.  But on this morning I 
do remember that Dr. Hanks was wearing a stethoscope.  This is when I first 
learned that the way to identify a doctor is by his stethoscope.  It was his 
symbol of authority.

Later on, when I was a pre-medical student in college, I was an aide in a 
hospital in Phoenix, Arizona.  The patients thought I was a doctor because 
I wore a stethoscope around my neck.  It gave me authority I hadn’t earned.  
I also wore a white jacket.

A lot of people today wear authority they haven’t earned.  They wear 
costumes and other symbols to give them status they haven’t earned, like 
climbing boots and cowboy hats. 

Today, I don’t wear a hat.  I find it a nuisance.  But when I was a young 
cowboy working in New Mexico I wore a Stetson cowboy hat because it was 
the style.  It also kept me from getting sunburned.  But I wore it mostly be-
cause it was the style and it made me feel I was properly attired.

I later wore a cowboy hat when I was working as a surveyor in the Sierra 
Ancha Mountains of central Arizona in the summer of 1938.  I had just 
graduated from Phoenix Union High School.

On horses and mules we packed into the mountains surveying and mark-
ing sections of land for the government where it had never been surveyed 
before.  I wore eight-inch high leather boots to which we nailed iron burro 
shoes backwards on the heels.  We cut the tread from old automobile tires 
and nailed these extra soles beneath our leather ones.  This was not done for 
style.  We needed sturdy boots on our feet in the rough rocky terrain.

However, I did dress for style when I worked for the Fred Harvey Com-
pany at the Grand Canyon National Park one summer.  I wore high-heeled 
cowboy boots and a big hat and leather chaps and spurs and rolled my own 
cigarettes from a sack of flaky-brown Bull Durham tobacco.



 The Way It Was

9

The tourists I took down the canyon trail on muleback recognized my 
garb as a symbol of authority but the mules didn’t.  No, the mules only rec-
ognized a kick, swat and the tone of my voice when I hollered at them.

Today I have authority because my hair is gray and I have written a cou-
ple of books and have titles like “reverend” or “professor” and can use long 
words like “hermeneutics” or “disestablishmentarianism” even if I don’t un-
derstand them.

Enough for now, but I’ll see that you hear from me again soon.

Your Great-Great-Granddad, Sam

 SECOND

Dear Great-Great-Granddaughters and Sons,

Today I want to tell you more about what I remember when I was a 
young preacher’s kid in the mining camp in New Mexico in the 1920s.

As I said before, we lived in Hurley.  Hurley is where the copper mill was 
located five miles from the open pit mines in Santa Rita.  Railroad trains 
pulled ore cars from mines to the mill.  After the ore was crushed and milled, 
the copper was then shipped by railroad to smelters on the Mexican border 
in El Paso, Texas.  In El Paso it was smelted in furnaces to get rid of the im-
purities and then poured into heavy oblong blocks called ingots.

It seems to me that all day and all night ore trains were bringing their 
carloads of rock from the mines in Santa Rita to be dumped into the giant 
ore crushers in the mill at Hurley.  The huge iron railroad engines burned 
coal.  Mexican boys would throw rocks at the engine and the Engineer and 
Fireman who would throw coal back at them from the engine’s coal car.  The 
Mexican kids would then pick up the pieces of coal to take home to burn in 
their stove. This was how I met my friend Ernesto Garcia.

Ernesto lived in an adobe and rusty sheet-iron house in Mexican Town.  
When I was in the fourth grade I joined him after school in throwing rocks 
at the ore train.  I helped him fill a gunny sack in which we carried to his 
home the black lumps of coal thrown back at us.  He invited me to stay for 
supper.  His mother fixed corn tortillas with meat and chili on them.

Homegrown New Mexico chili sauce is delicious.  It is also spicy hot.  It 
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brought tears to my eyes and my scalp itched with sweat.  I tried to act like I 
didn’t notice it.  People today are always trying to act like they don’t notice 
things, like what they look like reflected in storefront windows.

Because Ernesto was my friend I learned a lot about the lives of the Mex-
icans who worked as laborers in the mill and the copper mines.

Ernesto Garcia’s father worked as a sweeper in the mill.  That is what I 
heard he did.  He would sweep with a broom after the ore had been crushed 
and removed.  Ernesto’s father was killed under tons of rock one night when 
an ore car dumped its load in the crusher where he was sweeping.  Because 
Ernesto and his mother had no other support, a hat was passed among the 
workers at the mill for contributions to help Mrs. Garcia buy a coffin.  My 
father went among the workers in the copper mill for contributions.  I went 
with him to Mrs. Garcia’s when he gave her the money.

I never thought about how poor the Garcias were until then.  Their little 
adobe and corrugated iron house had a dirt floor which Mrs. Garcia swept 
every day, and on which she poured water to keep it packed hard.  One room 
was made of adobe bricks, which had been plastered inside with white clay.  
The other room was made of used corrugated sheet-iron.  It was once part of 
a torn down storage shed that belonged to the copper company.

There was no running water.  Water was carried in a galvanized bucket 
from a hydrant near the railroad tool shed. Drinking water was kept in a 
terra cotta “olla” that was suspended from a roof beam.  A tin dipper hung 
from its side.  The “olla” and sheet iron stove were in the room that was built 
of adobe bricks. The other room, made of sheet-iron, was for sleeping.

Before he was buried, Ernesto’s dead father was in a wood coffin placed 
on two sawhorses just inside the door. Candles were burning at both ends of 
the oblong box, covered with a dark cloth.  Everyone talked softly or whis-
pered.  I walked outside with Ernesto and asked him what his father looked 
like after being crushed. He said he didn’t know because the coffin had not 
been opened, but we talked about what might have been in it.  I think I was 
seven years old then. I still wonder what he looked like after he was dead and 
had been crushed.

Later I had a dream in which Ernesto’s father came back alive. I knew he 
was alive because somehow in my dream the tolling of the bell in the Catho-
lic Church in Mexican town meant that he was not dead.  With Ernesto, I 
crept through the great doors into the dimly lit church.  There, his dead fa-
ther was walking toward us.  In my dream his face was horribly twisted and 
he smiled at us with mangled teeth.  I woke up scared.

When I was a kid I had some bad dreams like that one about Ernesto’s 
father. Then I learned to know I was dreaming.  I would wake myself up.  I 
wonder if you have learned how to do that too?  I’ll write more later.

Although we are far apart in time, I send my love to you.

Great-Great-Granddad, Sam
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 THIRD

Dear Great-Great-Granddaughters and Sons,

Since I last wrote, I decided to tell you about another unique experience 
as a young boy in New Mexico which gave me some bad dreams.  It still does 
once in a while. It was a lynching.  A Mexican man was lynched for rape.

Since I was only eight years old, I was not quite sure what rape was.  I 
knew it was a terrible crime against a woman.  And that in some way it had to 
do with perverted sex.  I never knew who the woman was.  Because the rapist 
was a Mexican and Mexican weapons were knives, I thought maybe he had 
cut her breasts or stabbed her genitals.

At eight I was aware of sex, particularly among animals.  Cattle and 
horses were bred.  I remember my piano teacher, Mrs. Robins, interrupting 
her piano lesson to throw a pan of water on a couple of dogs attached back 
to back in coitus in her front yard.

Anyway, this Mexican was being held in the town jail and I remember 
my dad speaking of his concern to my mother about the talk of a lynching.
However, it was the morning after the lynching that is the most vivid.

The prisoner had been taken by a mob from the jail during the night 
and was hanged from the arm of a street light pole.

Because my dad was the minister, and the unofficial coroner, he had 
to see that the body was properly removed.  I wanted to go with him but 
mother objected.

I learned a lot from their discussion about how terrible a lynching was 
and how uncivilized mother thought it was to raise children in a New Mexi-
co mining camp.  My two sisters were four and six years old then.

The upshot of the talk was that I could go with my dad but my sisters 
were far too young.  Dad said I should know what the real world was like.  He 
said perhaps some day I might help change it.

My parents were unusual people.  I was a lucky kid.
I’ll never forget that windy morning with tumbleweeds piled against the 

fence.  My dad and I walked around a downtown corner to where we could 
see the body, head askew, turning slowly as wind ruffled the dead man’s hair.  
His feet were bare and his hands were tied behind him as he hung by a dirty 
yellow rope from an arm of the street light pole.

Standing near the lamppost was Deputy Roberts.  Sheriff Chapin was 
sitting on his great white horse talking to him.  I remember how the sun 
made the pearl handle on Sheriff Chapin’s pistol glitter where it stuck out 
of his holster.  I remember how his big gelding horse kept stepping left and 
right, nervous at being check-reined while Sheriff Chapin talked down to us.  
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To this day, when I hear the phrase, “Get off your high horse,” I remember 
that morning.

I remember that morning because my father said, “Get down off your 
horse, Chapin…  I want to talk to you!”

What else was said is not in my memory.  But the mood on that bleak, 
windy morning was clear.  My father was an angry man.  It was the first time 
I had heard this tone of voice from him.  His anger was directed at the law-
men for permitting this atrocity.

As I say, I do not remember what was said but I do recall the whining 
tone of excuses.  It was strange to hear the sheriff, whom we kids admired, 
making excuses to my dad.

When I was young I did not think of my dad as important.  He was just 
the minister in the town.  The doctor, the sheriff and the superintendent of 
the mill were important people.  So, when I heard Sheriff Chapin making 
excuses to my dad it seemed strange.  It was later that I discovered the im-
portance of my father’s authority in a frontier community. 

This happened one morning when I was walking with him on his way 
to the Masonic Lodge where he was a member and earned extra income as 
the janitor.  

There was a large crowd of men in the middle of the unpaved street shout-
ing and making bets with each other.  My dad pushed through the crowd.  I 
was at his heels.  In the center of the circle of men were two dogs.  They were 
bloody and so fatigued that they lay there chewing on each other.

My father stepped through the circle and gripping one dog by the col-
lar, then ordered one of the other men to pull the other dog away.  He then 
turned to the crowd, which had become silent.

“Whose dog is this?”  He said.  “I am ashamed of you.  Grown men like 
you!”

His face was white and his voice strange.
Holding the bloody pit bulldog, which was still trying to get to the other 

dog by the collar, he looked around the circle of men and repeated, “I’m 
ashamed of you.”

“It’s just a dogfight, parson,” somebody said.
“The hell it is!  Look at these animals.  This is sadism.”
That was the only time I ever heard my father use an oath.  He handed 

the collar of the dog to one of the men and turned around facing the circle 
of mill hands and miners.

“Don’t you men have jobs you’re supposed to be at?”
I recall the men sheepishly walking away.  I learned what sadism was.  I 

also learned the power of moral authority as well as pride.  I was proud of 
my dad.  I was proud of him, not because of moral authority, but because 
he was tough.  He was tough in a community  where toughness was held in 
respect. 

As the preacher’s kid in a mining camp, I, too, had to learn to be tough.  
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Learning to be tough was easy.  Learning not to be tough when I was older 
was hard. 

Will write more soon. 

Love, Great-Great-Granddad Sam

 FOURTH     

Dear Great-Great-Grandsons and Daughters,

When I was young, one thing I tried to be tough about was carsickness.  
It didn’t work.  I still hate to throw up.  It is embarrassing when others are 
around.

All of the roads in the part of New Mexico where I lived in 1928 were 
winding and unpaved.  If I had to sit in the back seat of an automobile, 
and didn’t have plenty of air from an open window, I got terribly nause-
ated.  That is what happened when I drove with the Doctor Hanks’ family to 
Lordsburg, New Mexico.

We drove through the Burro Mountains to Lordsburg to see Charles 
Lindbergh land there in his plane, the “Spirit of Saint Louis.”  It was the air-
plane in which he had flown alone across the Atlantic Ocean to Paris, France 
the year before.  Because clouds of dust boiled up from the rough, dirt road, 
the car windows were tightly shut.

Near the mining town of Tyrone I could not hold what was in my stom-
ach any longer.  I got the window rolled down just in time to make a mess 
on the side of Dr. Hank’s new Buick.  At least I didn’t get it on the shiny 
leather seat.

After we arrived at the dirt airstrip outside of Lordsburg, cars were lined 
up waiting for Lindbergh to fly in.  I was feeling better.  Expectations were 
high because Lindbergh was famous and was landing outside this small 
town for fuel.  A flatbed truck with red, white and blue bunting cloth around 
it was awaiting the flyer.  People kept squinting into the bright afternoon 
sky to be first to see the airplane coming.

Then we heard it.  The small speck grew larger and soon circled above 
us.  People tooted the horns of their cars and others waved, but it was not 
the “Spirit of Saint Louis.”  This plane was bright red and we knew that the 
“Spirit of Saint Louis” was silver.  This was the advance plane.
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And then, as it was landing in a cloud of dust, here came the “Spirit of 
Saint Louis!”  It circled twice before it too dropped down to the dirt runway.  
Everybody cheered.

Charles Lindbergh was invited up a stepladder on the decorated flatbed 
truck.  Official greeters were gathered there.  Words were spoken.

I was just tall enough to see above the truck bed, and while Lindbergh 
was talking I drew my initials on the toe of his dust-covered shoe.  He looked 
down at his foot.  Then looked at me and smiled.

I don’t remember anything that was said, or whether I was sick on the 
way back to the town of Hurley.  But I vividly recall throwing up on the 
doctor’s new Buick and seeing my S.A.W. initials through the dust on the 
famous flyer’s shoe.  Then seeing his smile when he saw what I had done.

Years later I saw the “Spirit of Saint Louis” hanging in the Smithsonian 
Institution in Washington DC.  Lindbergh was dead then, and buried in 
Hawaii.  To me that silver plane, hanging in the museum, was also dead and 
lifeless.  But that day at Lordsburg, New Mexico is as vividly alive as if I’d 
thrown up yesterday.

More to come from me later. 

Your Great-Great-Granddad, Sam

 FIFTH

  

	 	 	 	

Dear Great-Great-Granddaughters and Sons,

When I wrote you about carsickness I remembered another time I felt 
sick when I was young.  It was caused by falling in love. 

I was in the second grade.  She was the dentist’s daughter who sat in 
front of me with golden ringlet curls.  She turned around and gave me her 
dimpled smile.  I could not take a deep breath.

In the third grade I felt sick with love also.  Her name was Lavon and we 
were going to ride off together to some exotic place in a hidden valley of the 
mountains of New Mexico.  We entwined our initials L and S in a form we 
would use to brand our cattle.  I carved it into the rail on the front porch of 
her house and her parents ceased to approve of me as a proper suitor.

This was not a tragedy because at that time Madge moved to Hurley 
from Denver, Colorado, replacing Lavon.  Madge had black, pageboy hair 
and could do the Charleston, a dance that she taught me.  I can still do it 
today.
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I was also sick about Madge until one of my Mexican friends loaned me 
a burro.  This donkey was a young jenny with which I could explore the sur-
rounding hills and to whom I gave my affection without that sick feeling.  

Anyway, when I was in the fourth grade our family moved from New 
Mexico to Arizona.  We moved to Phoenix.  We were not really in Phoenix be-
cause we were over five miles south of the city where orchards of grapefruit 
had been newly planted.

My father was called to be minister of the Neighborhood Congregation-
al Church that met in the Neighborhood Community House.  Neighbor-
hood House was a meeting hall, which was used by the Roosevelt Grammar 
School as well as the church and other community organizations.

I have a vivid recall of the day we arrived in the Salt River Valley.  It is 
interesting how some things are easily remembered and others are lost in 
time.

It was the first day of May in 1929.  We drove along Southern Avenue 
beneath huge cottonwood trees.  They overhung and shadowed unfamiliar, 
narrow concrete pavement with its tar strips.  Our Chevrolet sedan thumped 
rhythmically as its wheels passed over them.  Mockingbirds were singing in 
the cottonwood trees.  I remember the fragrance of alfalfa blossoms and 
newly mown hay.

Even now, when I recall freshly cut alfalfa I remember that May morning 
and the singing of birds.  It is interesting how odors recall memory.  Is it the 
same experience for you?

As we arrived, the parsonage that was next to the Neighborhood House 
was still being repainted for our arrival.  It had been enlarged with the addi-
tion of an enclosed back porch on which my two younger sisters and I slept.  
The upper half of the porch was screened to let in air.  Wood framed canvas 
flaps that were hinged on the outside could be let down with clothesline 
cord from inside the porch.  They could be dropped for protection from 
summer dust storms or rain.  Houses did not have air-conditioning then.

Because there was no air-conditioning, nearly everyone slept outdoors 
in the summer.  We slept under chinaberry trees in the back yard on folding 
canvas cots.  Sometimes it was so hot in the summer that people would put 
a watering hose into the cot to run slowly while they were sleeping.  It was 
funny in the morning because you could be wrinkled like a prune.

It was really interesting if you were up early in the morning like I was the 
year I had a paper route.  I was out each day at four a.m. delivering the morn-
ing paper.  People were asleep outside everywhere in the rural area where we 
lived.  I saw a lot of naked people as a paperboy.

Delivering the Arizona Republic by bicycle on a four-mile route each 
morning wasn’t easy because of the dogs.  It seemed that every citrus grove 
and farmer’s house had a dog that did not like anyone on a bicycle.  I still 
have a couple of scars on my leg from a dog bite. I solved the problem with a 
squirt gun loaned from another paperboy. 

I filled a squirt gun with household ammonia. When a snarling dog was 
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close enough, I gave it a shot in the face.  After a couple of these episodes, all 
I needed to do was point my finger at an attacking dog as I peddled along.
If the dog was one I’d treated, when he saw me point at him he would stop, 
drop his tail between his legs and retreat back to his yard.  I often wished 
I could point a finger at some of my disagreeable customers with the same 
result.

 Love, and more later, Great-Great-Granddad, Sam

 SIXTH

Dear Great-Great-Grandsons and Daughters,

As I write you today, I want to go back to when I was a kid in New Mex-
ico to tell you about a baptism before I forget it.

As I had said, my dad was the minister in this mining camp in New 
Mexico when I was eight. And because it was the only church allowed in 
the town, it was called The Union Congregational Church.  My father was 
the minister for all the Protestant denominations, somewhat like an army 
chaplain.

Congregationalists did not practice total immersion in their baptism 
ceremony.  They were known as sprinklers, like Presbyterians, Methodists 
and Episcopalians.  However, there were many Baptists and once or twice a 
year the congregation would meet beneath the sycamores and cottonwood 
trees several miles out of town at Warm Spring Ranch for immersion on 
Baptism Sunday.

Warm Spring had once been an ancient Indian camping place.  There was 
a large natural basin of clear, warm, fresh water bubbling out of the ground.  
A small stream carried the water to a large pond that had been scraped out 
as a watering place for cattle.  On Baptism Sunday, people would drive to 
Warm Spring to picnic and afterward those who were to be baptized would 
wade out with my father into the warm, clear water to be dunked, “In the 
name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, Amen.”

One lady stands out in my memory as she was dressed in a white robe 
that was more like a tent to me.  She was an enormous woman.  When she 
waded out into the basin, the water rose several inches around its sides.  She 
held her nose and my dad put his hand behind her head.  She lay back to 
submerge, “In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost, Amen,” but at 
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the Amen, when she was supposed to rise up in the new spirit, she didn’t.  
She somehow lost her footing, or my dad did.  Both of them went under.  

There was a great splashing of water and floundering around until one of 
the parishioners jumped in and helped my father rescue the great dame by 
pulling her to the edge.  There, several others heaved her onto the grass.

I remember one other baptism from these early days in New Mexico. 
This was also immersion but not traditionally total.  I guess I remember it 
because, like the fat lady, it too had a sense of the dramatic.

It was late afternoon and my mother and two younger sisters had driven 
the winding dirt road with friends to shop at the new Piggly Wiggly grocery 
store in Silver City.  Piggly Wiggly was later called Safeway.  In 1928 self-
serving was a new way of grocery shopping.  It was exciting to be able to help 
yourself from the shelves and not have to be waited on by a clerk.

Anyway, my dad and I were home alone when there was a knock on the 
door and a cowboy in fancy boots and a big white sombrero asked my father, 
“Are y’all the preacher?”

Dad invited him in and I noticed that the man had a black eye and his 
face was badly scabbed beneath it.  He had a bandage taped over one ear.  He 
said he had come to be baptized.

While sipping a cup of hot coffee, he told my father his story.
He was a cowboy working at roundup for the G.O.S. Ranch on the Mim-

bres River.  A few days before, the cattle had gotten away from the cowhands.  
The herd had stampeded and his saddle had not been tightly cinched.  He 
was riding herd at a fast gallop when the saddle slipped beneath his horse 
and his foot was caught in a stirrup.  He said that while he was being dragged 
over rocks and brush he prayed as he had never prayed before.  He prayed 
that if God would save him he would follow the wishes of his devoted moth-
er and be baptized in full immersion as a true Christian.

He had just been released from the company hospital in Santa Rita, 
but before he rode back to the ranch, he wanted to know if  “Mr. Preacher” 
would baptize him?

The problem was where to find enough water close to town for total 
immersion. Warm Spring was too far from town to go there this afternoon.  
However, the cowboy said there was a cattle-watering tank about a mile out-
side of town if my dad would consider it.  So the three of us drove to the 
place of baptism.

The cattle tank was a typical water hole for cattle in the southwest.  A 
dam had been scraped up across a shallow arroyo or drainage to form a 
pond to catch rainwater run off.  This particular tank had dried to where 
the muddy, shallow water in the center was surrounded by twenty feet of 
gooey clay.  This gunk, which was indented with the hoof prints of cattle and 
mixed with their droppings, had to be waded through to get to the chocolate 
colored water.  

My dad and the cowboy took off their shoes, boots, shirts and trousers, 
then waded through the mud and out into the brown water which was about 
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knee deep.  I could not hear all that was being said from where I stood on 
dry ground, but their voices increased as they floundered about in the water.  
Apparently the problem was getting the cowboy completely under.  I remem-
ber hearing, “Have you had enough, Preacher!”  And my dad’s response, “I 
think the Lord will accept it.”

As my dad told my mother while we were laughing about it later, “I’d 
get his head under but both knees would come up.  He was just too big for 
that water-hole!”

Anyway, when the two of them waded back through the muck, they were 
covered with mud.  Flies followed the smell into the car with us.  Even now, 
when I smell cow dung and mud, I live again that day I went with my dad to 
baptize the cowboy.

Love from your Great-Great-Granddad, Sam.

 SEVENTH

Dear Great-Great-Granddaughters and Sons,

As I said when I wrote you before, our family moved to Arizona where 
my father was minister of the Neighborhood Congregational Church south 
of Phoenix.

Because the weather was sweltering in summer and dry air-conditioning 
was unknown, the church closed during the month of August.

At that time, the southwest district of Congregational churches had just 
leased twenty acres from the United States Forest Service for a conference 
ground at Mormon Lake in northern Arizona.  It was cool in the pines at 
7000-foot elevation.  The lake was located about 25 miles south of the town 
of Flagstaff.  

It took us a long, full day to drive to Mormon Lake from Phoenix.  On 
this trip we had two flat tires and repaired them beside the road.  One flat 
tire was on Yarnell Hill north of the town of Wickenburg where the engine of 
the car had overheated from the climb. We had a canvas water bag hanging 
in front of the radiator but the engine still boiled out clouds of steam.  The 
flat tire came at the right time to cool the overheated engine. The second 
tire repair took place where it was cooler in the shade of the pines beside the 
dusty dirt road bordering Lake Mary south of Flagstaff.

To repair a tire back then meant unloading suitcases, canvas cots and 



 The Way It Was

19

bedding from the running board in order to get at jacks and tools.  Then, 
after the inner tube was patched, we took turns at the hand pump after the 
tire was assembled.  We then repacked all the stuff we had stacked under the 
trees on the side of the road.

Today, automobiles do not have flaring fenders and running boards like 
they did when I was young, nor is the highway from Flagstaff to Mormon 
Lake the winding dirt road that turned into a muddy quagmire when it 
rained.  Most highways are hard surface now.  But when I was young, paved 
roads were in or near cities.

Compared to the heat of the desert, the summer at Mormon Lake, be-
neath the Ponderosa pines, which scented the mountain air with fragrance, 
was paradise for my two sisters and me.  For ten years, as soon as school was 
out, we would all pack the car with bedding and groceries and leave the heat 
of the Salt River Valley for the northern mountains.  My dad would then 
have to drive back to Phoenix, as his vacation did not begin until August.

In the mountains, all of our heating and cooking was done on a wood-
burning kitchen stove.  Cutting wood with a bucksaw and splitting it for the 
stove was one of my daily chores.  On Saturday night we would heat water 
on the stove to pour into a galvanized, steel tub.  Then, beginning with my 
younger sister, Alice, and then Delcina, each of us would have a turn taking 
a sponge bath.  We left the oven door open to keep us warm while we dried 
ourselves.

Once a week I cut extra wood for baking.  I would help my mother knead 
a great wad of flour-dough and she would bake four loaves of bread in the 
oven.  Baking day was a treat because mother would keep out some dough 
to make scones on top of the stove.  We ate them hot with melted butter.  
Today, people don’t make scones like we did. Instead they buy English muf-
fins, which are like scones, but not really.  Not for me.  Real scones have to 
be made with bread dough fried on top of a wood burning stove and eaten 
hot and fresh with real butter.

We ate a lot of fish in the summer.  We ate catfish, ring perch and some-
times large-mouth bass that we caught in the lake.  I also hunted rabbits and 
squirrels, which we ate, fried or stewed.  Several times we had porcupine.  In 
the 1930s it was believed that porcupines were harmful to the forest and 
hunting them for food was encouraged.  Today we know better.

Anyway, I learned a lot about hunting and fishing in the mountains of 
northern Arizona while I was growing up.  It was there I first tried trap-
ping.  Years later, in Alaska, I became an expert trapper, which I will write 
you about some day. However, as a young teenager in northern Arizona I 
trapped my first skunk and learned how potent their scent is.  Here is what 
happened:

 This particular skunk was caught by the leg in a spring trap set behind 
a large ponderosa pine log.  I made the mistake of jumping up on the fallen 
tree when I came to check my trap.  The beautiful skunk, with white stripes, 
quickly turned his backside toward me and sprayed.  Its stench hit me in the 
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chest and I felt suffocated, unable to breathe.  With my .22-rifle, I quickly 
shot the animal and removed it from the trap.  

By then I was sick to my stomach and took off my shirt.  I kept trying to 
breathe fresh air by facing the slight breeze.  It did no good.  I threw up and 
trotted home.  It was worse than being carsick.  It was awful.  I felt I couldn’t 
breathe.

When I came in the door, my mother quickly sent me back out of the 
cabin to remove my clothes while she filled a tub with water.  The soap and 
water helped.  Then she put some fragrance in the tub to change the odor.  
The smell of the perfume was intolerable!  It seemed suffocatingly like the 
skunk’s scent.  I was sick again.

For weeks afterward, odors which in any way resembled the smell of 
skunk scent made me nauseated.  We dug a hole in back of the cabin and 
buried my shirt.  Even after they were well washed, I was sure I could smell 
skunk in my trousers.  I refused to wear them.  Months later, when we drove 
past a skunk which had been killed by a car on the highway, I held my breath 
as long as I could until we were well beyond it in order to keep from throw-
ing up.

Even now, many years later, I dread the smell of skunk and cannot toler-
ate the smell of many perfumes and fragrances.

On a recent camping trip, a skunk tried to crawl into my sleeping bag 
where I was sleeping on the ground beneath the stars.  I was very careful to 
make no aggressive moves and said, “shoo” in a gentle voice.  Fortunately, 
it continued on to another campsite.  To this day I treat skunks with great 
respect.

 My love to you.   Your Great-Great-Grandfather, Sam

 EIGHTH

Dear Great-Great-Grandsons and Daughters,

Arizona was a wonderful place to live while growing up.  It was a world 
of adventure.  I took delight in both the southern deserts and the northern 
mountains.

Among the pines and aspen in the mountains of northern Arizona, it 
was not only cool in the summertime but there was always the exciting pos-
sibility of finding an arrowhead or a piece of beautifully marked black and 
white pottery left by Indians who once lived here hundreds of years before.
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In the winter, when snows closed the northern mountains, we went to 
school in the Salt River Valley on the outskirts of Phoenix.  There, in the 
Valley of the Sun at Christmas time, the Bermuda grass had turned brown.  
However, winter rye grass was green like the glossy leaves of grapefruit,  
orange and lemon trees with their colorful fruit.

In the newly plowed fields along the ancient Indian canals, there was 
always the expectation of finding a polished stone ax-head, which was once 
used by the Hohokam Indians.  I found my first one when I was ten years 
old.  I still have it.

Today, when I climb the hills around Pleasant Valley, where I now live in 
Arizona part of the time, I still keep an eye out for artifacts from the ancient 
past.  Today it is illegal to disturb them.

I am writing to you this morning in Pleasant Valley.  
Here, beneath the Mogollon Rim in central Arizona, is where I built an 

Indian style house with local rocks and logs that I had sawed into boards.  I 
purchased the timber from the Tonto National Forest and cut the trees from 
among the ponderosa pines in the forest that surrounds us.  When I say In-
dian style house, I mean that it is like a Navajo hogan.  It has six sides, which 
makes it more or less round, and a door faces the rising sun.  Of course, you 
and I know that the earth turns into the sunrise and the sun does not actu-
ally rise. 

Anyway, the door faces east and the rock house also has a door to the 
north and many windows, which the ancient hogan’s did not have.

As I said, I am writing you today from this valley in the Sierra Ancha 
Mountains of central Arizona while I sit in the morning sun under a juni-
per tree by the front door.  I have not always lived in Arizona.  When I was a 
young man I was married a week after my twenty-first birthday.  I left Arizo-
na to live in Albuquerque, New Mexico and enrolled there in the University 
of New Mexico. Albuquerque was where my new wife, Jean, grew up and her 
former home in Albuquerque was available to us.

It was more than forty years before I again returned to Arizona.  In the 
meantime I had traveled to Europe and other foreign places and lived and 
worked in Texas, California, Massachusetts, Washington, Oklahoma and 
Alaska. 

I still think of Alaska as home, as well as Arizona, but wherever I am is 
home.  Yes, home is wherever I am.  I hope you feel that way too.  And although 
I built this hogan home in Pleasant Valley, I still consider Koviashuvik in 
Alaska home.  Koviashuvik is the Eskimo word for my home in Alaska.  It 
is north of the Arctic Circle in the Brooks Range. I guess I consider it more 
home than any other.

Anyway, one of the reasons I wrote the book Kovianshuvik: A Time and 
Place of Joy was to tell how I discovered the meaning of home. Four Seasons 
North, by Billie Wright, was another book about the meaning of home and 
our life together in the wilderness of northern Alaska.  Billie was my second 
wife.
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I am now married to Donna Lee.  She was Billie’s friend.  Donna shared 
in conducting Billie’s memorial service and went with me to scatter her ashes 
at Koviashuvik in Alaska.  Billie died at our home in Pleasant Valley, Arizona 
on Pearl Harbor Day, December 7, 1987.

Pearl Harbor Day is hardly remembered anymore.  The Korean War and 
the Vietnam War and the Gulf War have happened since then.  Pearl Harbor 
was once remembered as the day the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in Ha-
waii and projected the United States into World War II in 1941.  That was 
over sixty years ago.  Because it was so long ago, you will learn about it as 
history of the past.  But history is going on right now.  I wonder what is go-
ing on right now where you are?  I guess I can never know because it hasn’t 
happened yet.

In Pleasant Valley, when Billie was dying of cancer, she chose to leave on 
Pearl Harbor Day because, as she said, “It might be the beginning of world 
peace as Gorbachev, Premier of the Soviet Union, is visiting the President of 
the United States.”  With our satellite dish we watched Gorbachev arrive in 
the United States on television.  We then drank a toast to the beginning of 
world peace and she died in my arms.  As I write this, there is still no world 
at peace, and assisted suicide is illegal.  I hope you are living in a time when 
people who choose to avoid terminal misery can legally do so.  But mostly I 
hope you are living a world without war.

I’ll write again soon across these years. My love to you.  

Your Great-Great-Granddad, Sam

 

 NINTH

Dear Great-Great-Granddaughters and Sons,

To give you some follow-up on my last letter, I was married to my first 
wife, Jean, at Mormon Lake in northern Arizona in June 1940.  That same 
month I celebrated my twenty-first birthday and was eligible to vote.

The wedding took place at the Congregational Church’s conference 
grounds among the pines.  It was called Pilgrim Playground.  Today the 
camp is owned by the Four H Club and has a different name.  Kids from 
areas in the state go there for summer programs.

One of the cabins, which I helped construct for the Henry Austin family, 
is still there.  I nailed on the wooden strips that covered the cracks between 
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boards.  We called them battens, and the cabin types were called “board and 
batten.”

I recall how disappointed I was when I first saw one of these cabins when 
I was about nine or ten years old.  I expected it to be made of round logs.  The 
word cabin meant “log” cabin to me.  I guess it is because I first heard the 
word cabin referring to the log cabin in which Abraham Lincoln was born.  
Since then I have built three real log cabins in Alaska.

Anyway, at our wedding ceremony at Mormon Lake, all the church con-
ference attendees from Arizona, Texas and New Mexico were present.  The 
minister from Jean’s church in Albuquerque took part in the ceremony, 
along with a missionary uncle of hers.  There was also the conference minis-
ter and my dad. So, with four clergymen participating, it was assumed that 
we were well hooked.  I guess we were.  Our formal marriage lasted twenty-
seven years.  We produced four children, two girls and two boys who are now 
grown-up adults.  It is wonderful to have four kids grown up because I can 
remember them as children.  

I do not know how to think of you since you are not born yet.  I have to 
use my imagination.  For you, however, they are either a great-grand-parent 
or a great-aunt or uncle.  

Following our wedding ceremony at Mormon Lake, Jean and I stepped 
outside the board and batten meeting hall among the pines for photo-
graphs.  Just as we were getting ready to pose, lightning flashed down on a 
great ponderosa pine tree under which we were planning to stand.  Pieces of 
steaming bark showered over us, and our ears rang from the blinding crash 
of the explosion.  Then rain began a downpour, which soon turned to large 
hailstones keeping everyone inside.

A cabin, which had been offered us for our wedding night, had not been 
checked out after the winter. It leaked. Our loving was more mechanical 
than romantic.  I remember spending most of the night moving pans from 
drip to drip as new leaks developed.  We laughed a lot.

The next morning was bright and clear as we drove south from Flagstaff 
through Prescott and down Yarnell Hill into Wickenburg, and then into the 
heat of the desert valley.

I had bought a used 1937 Studebaker coupe the year before. With bruised 
knuckles and grease under my fingernails, I had completely overhauled the 
engine.  So now, being just married, old enough to vote, and with six new 
pistons purring under the long shiny green hood in front of us, I felt I had 
complete control of my destiny.

The reality was something else because Hitler’s troops were marching 
across Europe, and events that I could not foresee were already shaping my 
future and everyone else’s, including yours. And you were not even born.

At this time I was employed by the New York Life Insurance Company 
in their Phoenix office.  The economic depression had made jobs scarce.  I 
could not get time off for my wedding, so it was a short weekend.  I left work 
Friday night and drove the hard miles from Phoenix to Mormon Lake.  On 
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Sunday we were married and I had to be at work at eight o’clock Monday 
morning. 

Like me, people at that time were still afraid of losing their jobs.  The 
country was just coming out of the depression of the 1930s and to have a job 
and keep it was important to me.  In fact, having a job at that time was so 
important that I worked under conditions I would never tolerate again.

My boss, the office manager of the New York Life Insurance Company’s 
center in Phoenix, was called “Little Caesar” by the five or six employees.  He 
demanded our time so that I was seldom free to leave before six or seven 
o’clock in the evening when we were supposedly hired from eight to five.

We never openly complained.  We could be replaced overnight. Jobs were 
not easy to get.  There was no overtime pay.  I was both the mail clerk and did 
secretarial correspondence.  I was even bonded so I could sign checks.  Most 
important to me was the privilege of selling life insurance after hours.  How-
ever, trying to sell life insurance on the side to make up income beyond my 
salary of sixty-five dollars a month was a lesson in futility, which I quickly 
learned.

At that time, the economy was only beginning to come out of the Great 
Depression.  Like others, I had trapped myself in the idea that to have a 
steady job that seemed secure was worth intolerable conditions and poor 
pay.  What I learned from this experience was that I was wrong.  The search 
for security leads into an endless labyrinth of illusions.  To keep myself re-
minded of this I have carved on the log roof purlin of my cabin in the north-
ern wilderness of Alaska, as well as on a support beam of our home here in 
Arizona,  “SECURE US FROM SECURITY NOW AND FOREVER. AMEN.”

 I soon left the insurance company to go to work for Standard Stations 
Incorporated.  This was a chain of automobile service stations with head-
quarters in San Francisco.  It was part of the Standard Oil Company.  Within 
a year I was a top employee of the largest service station in Arizona on the 
corner of Central Avenue and Van Buren Street in Phoenix.  We were open 
twenty-four hours a day with eight employees who wore starched, white uni-
forms and black patent-leather shoes.  When a car came in for gasoline, an 
attendant washed the windshield and swept the floor mat while another was 
filling the tank and checking the oil level.  If the customer was not in a great 
hurry, the air in the tires was also checked.  All of this for the twenty-three 
cents per gallon price of gasoline.

Then we had a baby.  Rather, Jean gave birth to a little girl in the hospital 
where I had been a medical aide when I was a pre-med student.  We named 
her Patricia Jean.  We sold the Studebaker to pay the doctor and hospital.

Patricia was seven days old when, on a Sunday morning, a customer 
pulled into the gas pumps of the service station with a worried look on his 
face.  He said, “Listen to this,” and turned up the radio in his car. “The Japa-
nese have bombed Pearl Harbor.”

I remember standing there while his engine was running, listening to 
the national broadcast.  The reporter was saying that President Roosevelt 
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was calling an emergency session of congress.  It was like a dream, stand-
ing there in the December sunshine, leaning on the sill of the car door and 
wondering what the future might be for me, and all of us.  It was both scary 
and exciting.

It was scary because the future seemed to have been taken over by events 
beyond anyone’s control.  And in a way, it was exciting for the same reason.  
It was exciting because the future seemed now to be unknowable and adven-
ture lay ahead.  This funny mixture of anxiety and excitement is still when I 
feel the most alive.  I wonder if it is the same for you?

I’ll write more later.  My love to you. 

Great-Great-Granddad, Sam

 TENTH

Dear Great-Great-Grandsons and Daughters,

In my last letter I told you how I felt when I heard of the bombing of 
Pearl Harbor.

At that time I was riding to and from work at the service station in 
downtown Phoenix on a used Indian motorcycle that I had reconditioned.  
When my work schedule ended, I roared out into the desert hills south of 
Phoenix and careened along the sandy tracks for more than an hour in an 
attempt to settle the anxiety I was feeling.  It didn’t help.

With a new baby and the world at war, I spent a sleepless night listening 
to the radio and all of the rumors that were being broadcast, such as, “It is 
believed that the Japanese have an invasion fleet on the way to the Hawaiian 
Islands.”  And, “Seattle, San Francisco and Los Angeles fear the possibility 
of being bombed.”

What began on this seventh day of December in 1941 not only dramati-
cally changed and conditioned my life, but the lives of everyone else I knew.  
I left my job with Standard Stations Incorporated and decided to go back 
to college.

It was the next month, in January of 1942 that I arrived in Albuquerque, 
New Mexico with a wife, a month-old baby and driving a well-used 1937 
model Dodge Coupe. In Albuquerque we had a place to live in Jean’s old 
home on Gold Avenue.  Several years earlier, Jean’s mother had her home 
redesigned to include two rentals.  We became caretakers, as her mother 


