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DePue: Today is Friday, July 20, 2012. My name is Mark DePue, the director of oral 

history with the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, and today Iôm in 

Jacksonville with Iver Yeager. Good afternoon, Iver. 

Yeager: Good afternoon. 

DePue: We are here to talk to Iver about his experiences in the Navy during World 

War II. But, the first time we met, I found out that Iver, youôve got an 

incredible story, just growing up. I guess itôs typical for a Depression-era 

story, but I think itôs an important one. Weôre going to take plenty of time 

today to kind of lay that out. Letôs start with just telling us when and where 

you were born, and weôll take it from there. 

Yeager: I was born in 1922ðApril twenty-fourthðin a little town called Yoder, north 

of Torrington, Wyoming, in the southeastern part of Wyoming. My father was 

a newspaper man and was publishing a small, weekly paper called the Goshen 

Hole News. Goshen Hole was the name for the region. It was a fine irrigation 

project, and I think, through the teens and twenties, quite a prosperous town.  
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When I was two, 

the family moved to 

Denver, and they took 

me with them. So, my 

first memories are of 

life in Denver, 

Colorado. At first we 

lived in a large brick 

house on South Elati 

Street. I was with my 

mother and older 

brother. Our father, by 

that time, had gotten 

into advertising and was 

on the road much of the 

time. But at any rate, we 

were living there in South Elati Street in this large brick house.  

But in 1928 the family purchased a new home on South Corona Street, 

1625 South Corona, on the southwest side of the city. We enjoyed life there. 

My brother and I took some turns at being salesmen. We could go to a local 

store, check out a box of popcorn and sell it for ten cents a bag. If we sold ten 

bags, we got the last one free, or we got ten cents as our pay. Sometimes we 

sold magazines, but I was not a very effective salesman. I think my older 

brother was much better.  

One memory is of going outside after a hailstorm and filling our 

wagon with hailstones. Many of the greenhouses in Denver, at that time, were 

shattered by all of the hail. We had no damage but had a lot of fun with the 

hailstones.  

Another very vivid 

memory happened in 

December of 1928, when I 

was about six and a half. 

My younger brother was 

about a year old, and my 

mother was wrapping 

Christmas packages just 

prior to Christmas. She had 

seated my little brother on 

the table, so he could watch 

and be there while we were 

working. Somehow he 

found a penny in the box of Christmas wrappings my mother was using. He 

put it in his mouth, and he started turning blue. My mother said, ñRun over to 

Anson and Iver Yeager in Denver, 1924.  

Anson, Elise, Iver Yeager, 1925.  
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the fire station and get help.ò So, I dashed out the back door, cut across a 

vacant lot to the firehouse and rushed back with a fireman. Happily, by that 

time my brother had coughed up the penny, but it was quite a scare.  

We lived there until 1930, when my father was unable to get work, 

unable to support us. He left it to our mother to take, now, three sons with her 

to return to western South Dakota, to the area where her father had 

homesteaded. They came over from Norway when she was six. It was about 

1910, when she was about ten years old, that they located on a small farm or 

ranch, actually, in western South Dakota. The distinction is that, in a ranch, 

you make most of your living from livestock, and that was the case with us. 

We did some farming, but it was incidental to the livestocképrimarily cattle, 

at that time. 

DePue: I wanted to jump in here a little bit. 

Yeager: Yes, of course. 

DePue: To kind of put a couple of markers in here, when we met the first time, you 

showed me a couple of things. Youôve written extensively on the history of 

your own life, and Iôm holding in my hands right now, the Autobiography of 

Iver F. Yeager, 1922 to 1940. I know youôve got another volume that weôll get 

to next time, which deals with your experiences on the U.S.S. Dyson, during 

World War II. All of this is illustrative of a gentleman who spent his life in 

academia, teaching history and religion and philosophy? 

Yeager: Yes. 

DePue: And youôve done that here in Jacksonville at Illinois College primarily? 

Yeager: Yes. And I taught at two other colleges before we came here. That was for a 

total of six years after my graduate study at the University of Chicago. I came 

to Illinois College, actually, as dean of the college, so I wanted to try 

academic administration. After twelve years as dean, I returned to teaching, 

voluntarily, and spent the next eighteen years as a teacher of religion and 

philosophy, both from historical points of view.  

DePue: Now I want to jump way back and ask you to talk about both your parents. 

Letôs start with your fatherôs background and maybe even going back farther 

than that, because everybodyôs got an interesting family story, and yours is 

certainly in that category. 

Yeager: Well, I think I should start with my motherôs father. He was the firstðand 

actually the onlyðgrandparent I ever met. The other three, my fatherôs 

parents and my motherôs mother, died before I was even born. 
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DePue: And what was his name? 

Yeager: Well, my motherôs father 

was Anders Thingelstad, 

T-h-i-n-g-e-l-s-t-a-d. It 

means ñthe place where 

the Thingel met.ò The 

Thingel was a council, 

maybe even a tribal 

council, though they were 

not, I think, basically a 

tribe. They were farm 

people in Norway, about 

fifty miles north of Oslo. 

But life was hard in Norway, 

and my grandfather did not 

inherit land from his mother. She had two farms and chose to leave one of 

them to another son and kept one for herself.  

So my grandfather made his living as a cabinet maker. He could make 

very beautiful furniture and at my request made some skis for us, after we 

moved out to South Dakota. He was a farmer then and a cabinet maker. They 

came over from Norway in 1906 with two sons, my uncles, and my mother 

and her sister and aunt. 

DePue: Went through Ellis Island, I would assume. 

Yeager: They went through Ellis Island, yes, and were admitted to this country. Even 

though my mother was still quite young, she remembered that quite vividly 

and was always proud of having gone through Ellis Island and becoming 

naturalized, of course, through her father.  

So, they settled on this homestead in northwestern South Dakota, 

about ninety miles south of the North Dakota line and about eighty miles east 

of the Montana-Wyoming line, in a country that was typified by buttes and 

canyons and some rivers and quite a few creeks. We called them creeks.  

My memories of my years there, from the age of eight in 1930, until I 

graduated from high school, was having a home base and a small ranch in 

western South Dakota. For some years, we lived with motherôs uncle, who 

had also emigrated from Norway. He was a very kind man and took in his 

nieceðmy motherðand her three sons. In the prosperous twenties, he had 

built a four-room house, and we (laughs) helped fill it, the four of us.  

DePue: What was his name? 

Anson Yeager and Anders Thingelstad holding Iver Yeager 
in South Dakota, 1925. 



Iver Yeager  Interview # VR2-A-L-2012-032.02 

5 

Yeager: His name was Iverson, Thorvald Iverson, I-v-e-r-s-o-n, and the first name was 

Thorvald, T-h-o-r-v-a-l-d. He was very kind to us, took us in. I think my 

mother, as a housekeeper and a gardener and seamstress and all the rest, 

fulfilled all responsibilities she possibly could to help my uncle and make life 

pleasant for him. But we were indebted greatly to him for those early years in 

South Dakota.  

DePue: What was your momôs first name? Yeager: My motherôs name was Elise, E-

l-i-s-e, Elise 

Marie 

Thingelstad, 

born on 

March 30, 

1899. She 

went to a one-

room school. 

We have a 

picture of it. 

It was a one-

room sod 

schoolhouse 

with, I think, 

one window, 

basically, and a door. It was located a couple of miles from where my 

motherôs family lived, on the hillside of a butte out there. She was very fond 

of the teacher she had, a Miss Alexander. She went to school with about half a 

dozen other children, some of whom later became relatives to us. She went to 

high school in Deadwood, South Dakota. There was no high school in our 

area.  

Deadwood, on the edge of the Black Hills, about ninety miles away, 

offered an opportunity for her. It was a thriving, mining town close to Lead, 

South Dakota, which was the home of the famous Homestake Gold Mine, 

which I think produced more gold than any other mine in U.S. history. 

Unfortunately, the folks didnôt have stock in that mine. But she lived with a 

family. Manny Falstead was a tailor and quite a successful man. His wife was 

helpful, but pretty strict, and I always thought a rather severe person. We were 

required to call her Aunt Gussie. She always required a kiss on the cheek. My 

brother and I always were a little reluctant to provide that kiss. But she taught 

my mother many things about homemaking, keeping a neat household and 

setting a nice table.  

My mother always profited from that. She was a fine hostess, a very 

good cook, and she always provided very well for us. She was a good 

gardener. Although we had very little in the way of cash income during the 

thirties, we were never hungry. We always had decent clothing to wear and a 

Sod schoolhouse in Meade, South Dakota, spring of 1911. Iver's aunt Mony 
Thingelstad and his mother Elise Thingelstad are third and fourth from left. 
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school to go to. My mother had provided very well for us. We raised most of 

our food. Bought sugar, coffeeðI didnôt drink coffee in those yearsðand 

sometimes a jar of peanut butter. We lived on a very few hundred dollars.  

The year before I went to college, which was the year 1939, the cash 

income for the family was $400. That doesnôt sound like much, and it wasnôt. 

My mother was very thrifty. She added to it by raising turkeys and chickens. 

One time in the summer, I took nineteen dozen eggs to the local store, about a 

half a mile away. It was a country store. The pay was seven cents a dozen. In 

those days, chickens worked only in the summertime and only, of course, in 

the daytime. All people had lots of eggs at the same time.  

At any rate, we raised our own food. We had hogs. I learned how to 

butcher hogs at an early age and to help with the butchering. I learned how to 

take care of turkeys. It was my job to chop the head off a chicken for a spring 

fry. My mother made very good fried chicken, and we always enjoyed that, of 

course. We had good vegetables from our garden. So we really got along well. 

We didnôt realizeðor I didnôtðthat we really were poor, but most other 

people were too.  

DePue: You mentioned how much the family made in 1939. I think you said $400. 

Was 1939 a good year, or was that a bad year for you? 

Yeager: I really donôt know how it compared, with cash income. My guess is it was 

more limited because, by the end of the year, things had collapsed. I think 

probably the late twenties had been prosperous years for the people who were 

in farming and cattle raising. Then, in the thirties, prices went down. Money 

was hard to get. 

DePue: Well, I know that, in American agriculture overall, those early thirties were 

especially, horrendously tough years for them. Thatôs why I would think that 

1939 was one of the better years that you would have had in the thirties. 

Yeager: Well, it may have been. But I should mention that my mother and father 

divorced in 1932éI think late 1932. My mother divorced on the grounds of 

non-support. My father never really took care of us. My older brother was 

quicker to realize than I did that, in fact, our father abandoned us and left it to 

our mother to take care of us. 

DePue: What was your older brotherôs name? 

Yeager: His name was Anson. He was named for our fatherôs younger brother. Our 

father was the oldest in a family of six. His fatherðthe one who had been in 

the Civil Warðmarried after the war was over and had two sons and four 

daughters. He died in 1890 of tuberculosis.  
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We have some of the letters that he and his wife exchanged during this 

period, and theyôre really pitiful to read. You read about his suffering from the 

coughing and losing blood and having great difficulty. His wife, my 

grandmother, wrote, saying, ñDr. So-and-so may be able to help. He promises 

that he can give you some help.ò Well, the help was never sufficient or never 

came in time. He died when my father was fourteen. His wife died in 1893é 

again, long before I was born.  

DePue: Do you know if your grandfather saw any serious combat during the Civil 

War? 

Yeager: Yes, he was engaged in battles in Florence, Chickamauga, Chattanooga and 

Atlanta. There were some others. In later years, my younger son accompanied 

us when we made some trips into the South to visit some of these battlefields. 

One of the most vivid experiences was noticing the contrast between the 

monuments erected on behalf of the Union, beautiful, polished marble 

columns and mausoleums of considerable height. By contrast, there were very 

simple, hardly noticeable, small markers to indicate where our grandfatherôs 

regiment, for example, had fought in one of the battles at Chickamauga. 

DePue: Do you know which regiment he belonged to? 

Yeager: [Yeager added this information later] He was a private in Company G, 29th 

regiment, Tennessee infantry.  

DePue: Union or Confederate Army? 

Yeager: He was in the Confederate Army. I hadnôt realized that my father was (laughs) 

really a Southerner. As I said, we had very little contact with my father, and I 

never really learned about the family background until later years. But I grew 

up, first starting in Colorado and then in South Dakota, and I was always a 

ñUnion man.ò  

One of my proud experiences was when I was starting my eighth 

grade. I had won a trip to the state fair in a spelling contest, and we stopped at 

the State Capitol in South Dakota in Pierre. The guard and guide at the State 

House was a man who had been in the Union Army, and he had shaken the 

hand of Abraham Lincoln. So I got to shake the hand that shook the hand of 

Abraham Lincoln.  

I was always proud of being a Union man, not knowing that my 

(laughs) grandfather had been in the Confederate Army. In later years, I talked 

to a sister-in-lawðmy wifeôs brotherôs wifeðwho was from the deep South, 

in Alabama. She was a lovely person, a very liberal person. I was joking with 

her. I said, ñAnne, I just got used to the idea that my grandfather had been a 

Confederate soldier, when I learned that his father had actually owned a slave 
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named Steve.ò My sister-in-law was a very nice person, but she gave me the 

biggest putdown Iôve ever had. She said, ñIver, I feel sorry for you.ò She had 

gone through far more than I ever did, trying to understand her background in 

slavery, as a white person and profiting from slavery. So, she had a lot more to 

forgive than I did.  

At any rate, making that longer story maybe short, I can go on from 

there to the one-room school in South Dakota. If youôre ready, Iôll make some 

comments about that. 

DePue: Well, before we get there, you havenôt talked much about your father. We 

were just talking about your grandfather. But what was your fatherôs career, 

before you guys ended up in Wyoming, of all places? 

Yeager: Well, for several years of my life, I think the family was quite prosperous. We 

had a nice house, a rather large house. My mother had a cabinet phonograph, a 

wind-up phonograph, lots of records. We have pictures of her. She dressed 

sometimes like a flapper, the short skirt and long beads hanging down, big 

floppy hats, nice clothing. There are pictures of my father and my mother 

together, down in the South, I think, in Galveston, Texas. They traveled quite 

a bit in the early years of their marriage.  

My father apparently kept the family in pretty good condition during 

those early years. But, again, as my mother later put it, ñI kept waiting for him 

to come home.ò He was on the road most of the time, so we really didnôt see 

much of him. But I was very fond of him. He always would give me a nice 

gift for my birthday, and then, for Christmas, we would get things like an 

electric train or a bicycle or something like that. So those were prosperous 

years. But once he lost his job, he never really recovered from that. 

DePue: Well, I know that there was a timeðand this is before, I think, you came 

alongðbut he was down in Texas. You mentioned, when we first met, that he 

was in the newspaper business. 

Yeager: Yes. Well, thatôs how they happened to meet, I think. My mother, after high 

school graduation in 1917, went to work in Douglas, Wyoming, for a 

newspaper. Apparently, at that point, my father was traveling, primarily in 

advertising at that stage, not news as such. I think they met as a result of that. 

He stopped at this newspaper to talk to the editor or publisher and met my 

mother. She was my fatherôs second wife. His first wife was the daughter of a 

big rancher, just south of Fort Worth, Texas. Apparently, at the height of his 

ranching, he had thousands of acres.  

But her parents were opposed to her marriage to my father. They 

didnôt think it proper for a rancherôs daughter to marry a man who earned his 

living wearing a white shirt. Only a rancher was a suitable husband. 
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According to one of my older half-brothers, her parents really broke up the 

marriage. So, before my mother married him, my father already had a family. 

She said that she had known that heôd been married before. But, only two days 

before the wedding, she learned that he had three sons, and apparently he 

hadnôt taken care of them either. So he had a history of non-support. Well, to 

condense the story of the family, after my father and mother divorced, my 

mother married Nels Afdahl. His last name is A-f-d-a-h-l. He was a handsome 

Norwegian, born in Norway, like herself, who had a ranch adjacent to my 

great-uncleôs. 

DePue: This would have been South Dakota? 

Yeager: This was in South Dakota. In that marriage, my mother had three more sons. 

To keep things straight, the first family was three sons, with my father and his 

first wife. My fatherôs second marriage had three more sons, with my mother 

as the parent this time. Then my mother had a second family, with three more 

sons, no daughters. So, I was the middle son, in the middle three. Three older 

half-brothers, an older brother and a younger brother, and three younger half-

brothers. So I have quite a family. My wife was always amazed at how many 

relatives I had. (both laugh). 

DePue: But my guess is that you didnôt have much relations with your three older 

brothers. Is that correct? 

Yeager: Thatôs correct. There was a short period when I corresponded with one of 

them, Frank, who had entered the consular service. The first wife of my father 

obtained a ranch in southern Texas. She and her three sons lived on that ranch, 

and my older half-brother, Frank, said, ñI didnôt know I wasnôt a Mexican 

until I went to school.ò But he said, ñI learned Spanish fluently, along with 

English, and as I grew up, I found that that was very useful.ò He became the 

consul in the consular service, serving in places like El Paso, Texas, and a 

period down in Colombia, South America. Well, I had some correspondence 

with him.  

But itôs plain that the family in the South did not really want to have 

much to do with the family in South Dakota. I imagine that they blamed my 

mother for the divorce, though (laughs) she wasnôt in the picture at all at that 

point. They never really forgave my fatherðwho was supposed to be perfect 

in their eyesðfor the unfortunate life of the older family. So we had little to 

do with them. But at Christmas time, my Aunt Fannie Lu, down in Houston, 

Texas, taught commercial subjects, including typing in a Houston high school. 

She would send us, usually, $10 for Christmas, which was really quite a gift. 

Another aunt might send us $5. Another aunt, who taught music in 

Hollywood, California, would send us a box of glazed fruit from California. 

DePue: Was this $5 and $10 per person or to the entire family? 
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Yeager: To the entire familyéactually, to the sons. My mother was very scrupulous. 

There was workmenôs compensation funds from my father. He died in a car 

accident in 1934, April nineteenth, five days before my birthday. I wondered 

why I hadnôt gotten any gift from him, and then I learned, the day after my 

birthday, that heôd been killed in an auto accident on April the nineteenth.  

DePue: So, that was four years after he had kind of left the scene. What were your 

reactions to that news? 

Yeager: Iôm sorry?  

DePue: What was your reaction to hearing about your fatherôs death? Heôd been out 

of the picture for a while. 

Yeager: Well, I was very saddened by it. That made me very sad, because I really had 

idealized him. You can use that word. I idolized him. My older brother, I 

learned later, was more sensible about him and realized that (laughs) it wasnôt 

a good relationship to begin with. I think I grew up and had a better life 

because my father didnôt have a role in my life to amount to anything. 

DePue: Just one or two more questions about the years in Denver. You were very 

young at that time. 

Yeager: Yes, yes. 

DePue: For most people that age, itôs before our memories form. But would you 

describe, as much as you can remember those years in Denver, as happy years 

for you, personally? 

Yeager: Yes, I think they were happy years for all the family. My mother never 

complained to us about our father. She (laughs) was a good Norwegian. She 

took life with all of its hardness, in her stride, and she protected us, really, 

from the bad effects of the relationship. She did all she could, I think, to make 

up for it. I think, frankly, she did a good job in raising us three sons and in 

raising three more sons, later.  

DePue: Nineteen thirty was, of course, early in the Depression years. By that time, 

lots of homes and farms were foreclosing. Was that the situation that caused 

the move from Denver in 1930? 

Yeager: Well, my father, sometime during 1930, was no longer able to get work, and 

we had to move out of our new house to an apartment building. I remember it 

as an old, somewhat run-down, duplex apartment on another street in Denver. 

Well, I wasnôt sensitive enough to realize that we were (laughs) downgraded. 

We were able to make the trip from Denver to western South Dakota, because 

of my motherôs sister and her husband.  
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My motherôs younger sister lived out in the same area of South Dakota 

where the family had settled. She married a man who was a very successful 

rancher and storekeeper. He had a country store, selling gasoline, along with 

groceries, and had a ranch on the side. My motherôs sister and her husband, 

Paul Lehman, L-e-h-m-a-n, had their first son, who was a little younger than 

my younger brother. His name was Paul. We called him Little Paul. He was 

born with club feet. So, in 1928, soon after he was born, his parents took him 

to Denver, where he could have treatment for the club feet and had his feet 

straightened out.  

My uncle then delivered bread. Apparently he made a good go of it as 

a bread salesman.  He earned pretty good money and was able to buy a 1930 

Ford, two-door coach. The coach had a full backseat but only two doors, not a 

four-door. At any rate, they were ready to leave, when we had to leave South 

Dakota, fortunately.  

DePue: You mean Denver? 

Yeager: They were ready to leave Denver, because they no longer needed to remain 

where the doctors were. So, my Uncle Paul had a four-wheel trailer hitched to 

his Ford car. They put their own belongings in the trailer and were able to put 

some things for us in the trailer, so, together the two sisters and their families, 

traveled in this Ford from Denver to western South Dakota. Itôs about 450 

miles.  

DePue: Iver, you keep saying ñwestern South Dakota,ò as if itôs not close to any kind 

of a town that you moved to. (both laugh) 

Yeager: Thatôs quite the case. The nearest town, really, was thirty miles to the east. 

Going the other direction, the nearest town was fifty-five miles away. This 

was on a federal highway, U.S. 212. But there was a stretch of that highway 

for seventy miles that was not even graveled. We had a dirt roadða federal 

highwayða dirt road [that] didnôt really get paved decently until the Missile 

Crisis, but thatôs another story.  

At any rate, my Uncle Paul and his wife were in the front of the car. 

My Aunt Mony had to hold the baby in her lap. My mother and her three sons 

were in the backseat. It was a full car. The biggest adventure on that trip was 

when we were crossing a broad area in Wyoming, where the water was 

running over the highway, maybe about a foot deep. Ahead of us there were 

cars in the ditch on either side. We came to that point. My uncle drove straight 

across. It must have been, I would say, more than a hundred yardsðlonger 

than a football fieldðwhere the water was flowing over the highway at a 

uniform depth. It was quite level.  
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In later years, I asked my uncle how he could do it, when those other 

drivers couldnôt. Well, the other drivers would be distracted by the current and 

kept watching the water. They couldnôt keep their bearings. He said, ñWell, it 

was like plowing. When you plow, you have the first furrow straight, and you 

fix your eye on a point, preferably a post that you put up on the other side. 

You just watch that, regardless. You donôt look either way. You just look at 

that point and head right for it.ò He said, ñThatôs all I did. I just kept my eye 

on the other side of the road, (DePue laughs) where the water had not covered 

the road.ò So, we went across without incident. That was a big adventure, I 

thought.  

We were going to spend August out in South Dakota. We had been 

there a couple of years before in the summer. I liked to see my uncles and my 

grandfather and see their ranches and play out in the area, so I thought it was a 

great adventure.  

I really enjoyed going to school out there too. Iôd been in Denver 

schools. I started school at mid-year, so I had four and a half years of 

schooling in Denver, before we left Denver. Out in South Dakota, I went to a 

one-room school with my older brother. The school was two miles away. 

There were probably about a dozen pupils, altogether, and most, if not all of 

the grades, one through eight, were represented. One large family who lived in 

the same district usually had four or five children, most of them daughters, in 

the school at the same time. But I thought it was great fun to be in this little 

school, and I found schoolwork enjoyable. I did very well in school and really 

enjoyed it. 

DePue: You mentioned your mother went to a sod, one-room school. What was the 

construction for this school? 

Yeager: It was a framed building, with three large windows on the east side. There 

were no windows north or south, because thatôs the direction of the wind in 

the winter, so you didnôt have windows on that side. It was a one-room 

building, with ample room for a huge stove, fired with wood and soft lignite 

coal in the wintertime. We had a well out in the yard, where we could get our 

water. Now there were two privies in the back of the school, boys and girls.  

We would be there at 8:00 in the morning and have a recess in mid-

morning, about fifteen or twenty minutes, when, in nice weather, weôd go out 

and play. We usually had an hour for lunch, which gave us time for lunch and 

roaming around. In the spring, weôd go out looking for crocuses and other 

wildflowers. In the wintertime, weôd play games in the snow. There was 

always snow in the wintertime. So, anyway, I went to that same school 

building for five years but with three different teachers in that time. 

DePue: What do you think of the quality of the teachers you had? 
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Yeager: I think that they were excellent.  

DePue: Mostly single women? 

Yeager: They were all women. For grades three and four, I had Anna Hill, a woman I 

suppose, at that point, fifty-ish, who had spent her life in teaching and was, I 

think, very good and a very nice person. She drove down from her husbandôs 

ranch, ten miles north of us, every day in decent weather. She stayed with a 

family in the wintertime, at Maurine, another little crossroads area, where the 

country store and post office were located.  

DePue: Not enough people though to call it a town? 

Yeager: Population was maybe, at most, ten. (both laugh) Most of them in one family. 

DePue: Okay. 

Yeager: And I think she was a very, very fine teacher. Then, the next year, the teacher 

was Faye Haines Teske, Faye Teske. She was a rather severe person. You 

didnôt fool around with her. I think she probably was a good enough teacher, 

but her husband was out of work. Her father, who was a very big rancher, 

north of us, built a one-room house for them, on the school grounds, for that 

one year, and they lived in it. I think her pay was probably $50 a month, paid 

in warrants, which were promises to pay when the local school district had 

enough money to pay. Payment was made, according to the date of the 

warrant. I think the teachers had to take a 10% reduction to get cash for their 

warrants.  

(pause in recording) 

DePue: Well, we took a quick break.  Iver, you and I can pick it up with your 

discussion of the teachers you had. 

Yeager: Well, the teacher I had, when I was in grade six and seven at the Red Top 

School, where I had already been for three years previously, was Mary Hill, 

the daughter of Anna Hill, my first teacher out there. Mary was a wonderful 

person. She was, I think, not much more than a high school graduate. She 

maybe had a summer school and possibly a year of normal school to prepare 

for teaching, but she was apparently a born teacher. Her mother was a teacher, 

and that may have helped.  She was a very lovely person, pretty too, though I 

was a little too young for that. She loved reading.  

Every morning, weôd start school with reading from a book, 

sometimes a girlôs book, like Anne of Green Gables; sometimes a boyôs book, 

like Smokey, a Story of a Horse. Weôd have a chapter of a book, and then 

weôd spend the day in classes. She was very creative. We did a lot of artwork. 
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We would make paper-bound books, making endpapers in our little books. 

There would be a story, maybe an essay, or maybe just examples of Palmer 

Method penmanship, in these books. We painted silhouette pictures. I made a 

couple of those. You put a silhouette picture under the piece of glass in a 

small frame and paint the outline and fill it in. One of my pictures was a little 

boy, tugging on a cow that wants to go the other way. So, she was very 

creative when it came to reading. She was very creative in artwork.  

She was also creative in music. She was the one who really taught me 

to love music. She had some good songbooks. She taught us many different 

kinds of songs, popular songs, patriotic songs and Stephen Foster songs. We 

had a rhythm band. In a rhythm band, you have different instruments to make 

sounds. For example, sand blocksðwhich make a nice grating noiseð

cymbals, drumsticks, drums, a kazoo or two. She taught us a lot about many 

things. We had a very varied curriculum, and we learned the basics too. She 

didnôt neglect the three Rôs.  

DePue: Well, Iôm always curious, when youôve got a one-room school environment 

and youôve got that many grades, all sitting in the same classroom, how does 

the teacher keep every one of the grade levels challenged? Do you get to be 

doing a lot of teaching yourself, once you get a little bit older? 

Yeager: Well, thatôs one of the ways you do it. You have the older children hear the 

younger children recite. One of the beauties of the one-room school was that 

you learned everything at least three times. You heard the older children when 

they learned it; you learned it, when it was in your grade to learn it, and you 

heard it again from the younger children. So, I think the multiplication tables 

and spelling and things like that really were pretty deeply embedded in us by 

the time we finished eight grades.  

  Now Mary was the teacher for those two years and a wonderful 

teacher. At that point, because of changes in the residence in our own school 

district, we were on the other side of the highway, which was the dividing 

line. Our district paid tuition so that we could attend the Red Top School. That 

was so that they could keep the one school they had, located where they had 

more students attending.  

But, when those families on the east of usðmaybe six or seven miles 

east of usðno longer had school children in the elementary grades, then they 

could move the schoolhouse closer to us. So, for grades eight, nine and ten, I 

attended a one-room schoolhouse in a different location. It was located about 

a mile southeast of us. The Red Top was two miles west. This was a mile 

southeast but across a deep ravine and up a steep hill, so we were high on a 

windy hill. At that point, after grade eight, where we had a good teacher, we 

had university teachers.  
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The Haines family, who were the most prominent, most well-to-do 

family in the districtðthey had a big ranchðwanted their daughter, Lillian, 

who happened to be in my class, to take Latin. Since Lillian had Latin, I had 

Latin. There were the two of us in that freshman class. There were five in the 

school, three elementary childrenðone of them, my younger brotherðLillian, 

and I. The next year, for our sophomore year, we had six other students. A 

couple of girls from north of us roomed with another family in our district and 

attended the school, as did Elizabeth McTighe, whose family lived two miles 

west of the school.  

My best friend, Calvin, who lived only twenty miles from our house 

on another ranch, lived with us during the week and went to the school. Then, 

a girl named Elma Janke lived with the Haines family and attended school 

with Lillian. So we went from two in the freshman year to seven in the 

sophomore year and still three elementary students. We had a different 

university teacher that year, but also a university teacher who could teach 

Latin for the second year.  

Well, after that, we had to go to Newell. Well, we didnôt have to go to 

Newell. We had to go away to go to high school for our junior and senior 

years. Most students went to Faith, which was thirty miles east of us. But it 

didnôt have a very strong reputation as an academic high school. Again, Iôm 

sure itôs probably the influence of the Hainesôs, but we wound up going to 

Newell High School.  

Newell was fifty-five miles west of us. It was in the irrigation district, 

made very fertile by the huge dam, at that time, the largest earthen dam in the 

world. It supplied water for thousands of acres of land, which were very 

prosperous. There also were a number of university-educated men who were 

associated with the experimental farm, associated with the irrigation district.  

So, Newell had the happy circumstance of having a higher-than-

average education. It was the first time I ever, I think, saw a man who had 

attended the university and graduated from the university. It had a higher-

than-usual average of men and women who were university educated. So, 

again, I think we had an above-average education at the Newell High School.  

DePue: I wanted to ask you, though, during this timeframeðcorrect me if Iôm 

wrongðbut, it wouldnôt have been unusual at all for a young man, especially 

in farm or rural background, not to even bother with the last couple of years of 

high school. 

Yeager: More than that, many simply dropped out after eighth grade.  

DePue: Was that ever part of the equation for your family? 
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Yeager: No. No, my mother was insistent that we get an education. She herself had to 

work very hard, but, in her family, she was the first high school graduate. She 

knew that we had to have an education if we were going to get anywhere in 

the world. I offered to stay home after high school, because my mother, at that 

point, had two very young sons, threeéfour, if you count my younger brother.  

My stepfather, by that time, had suffered a lot of rheumatism and, at 

times, couldnôt work. I did a lot of the farm work in my later years out there. 

One time, when they were building a WPA dam, about two miles from us, my 

father obtained work in helping to build that dam. He would drive his four-

horse team over to the dam site, hitched them to a fresnel and helped to scoop 

up the earth and build up this dam. Well, there were a couple of days when he 

was too sick to go to work.  

So, he suggested that I hitch up the team and go over and ask Olie, the 

foreman, if heôd let me work. He said, ñSure.ò So, I put in two daysô work 

(laughs) on the WPA dam, driving the four-horse team with the fresnel. 

Anyway, I offered to stay home. I said, ñIf you let me spend the money I have, 

Iôll buy a tractor, and Iôll stay home and work.ò I liked horses, but I hated to 

make them work hard when it was hot and the flies were bad. I really wanted 

to get a tractor. Well, I had five hundred dollars.  

When my father died, there was some workmenôs compensation 

involved. It took, I think, about two years of litigation, between Texas and 

South Dakota attorneys. The amount of the payment was originally $2,500 for 

my fatherôs family, meaning the family I was in, not the older brothers. But, at 

any rate, by the time the attorneys were through, it was down to $1,500. My 

mother put five hundred dollars in the bank for my older brother, five hundred 

dollars for me, and five hundred dollars for our younger brother. She never 

touched the money. She was really in great need of it, but she wouldnôt touch 

it. I said, ñIf you let me spend my money for the tractor, I will stay home.ò 

She said, ñNo.ò  

DePue: I wanted to come back to talking more about your experience in high school, 

when you went to Newell. That was quite a distance away from where youôre 

living. But, before we do that, I also wanted to find out a lot more about the 

farm, or the ranch, as you called it. Youôve already described that. Basically, it 

was a cattle ranch, but it sounds like you had a little bit of everything, as well. 

Yeager: Well, we raised some wheat, some corn, oats, and some barley. Often, in those 

drought yearsðand most of the years during the thirties were dry yearsðif it 

didnôt make any seed, at least you could cut it for hay, for forage for the cattle 

in the wintertime. So, the farming was incidental to the ranching and the cash 

crop of calves in the fall. My father, stepfather, usually had about forty head 

of cattle. So, thereôd be maybe thirty-five head of calves, in the fall, to sell. 
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DePue: How many acres did you have? 

Yeager: About a thousand, and that was a small ranch.  

DePue: That would sound like an awful lot of land, here in Illinois, especially in those 

days.  

Yeager: Yes. Or at todayôs prices. But, out there, it took many sections of land. A 

section is 640 acres. There were ranchers, out there near us, who had as much 

as thirty sections. Well, actually, I want to change that. They had as much as 

thirty thousand acres, which would be about forty-some sections. So, if you 

really wanted to be prosperous, you had to have a lot of land. Land was the 

really big divider. You could really have the most wonderful neighbors, 

people who would do anything for you. But, if it came to getting control of 

some land, theyôd do anything to get it.  

DePue: Where did Nels get the land? In reading the book and talking to you earlier, I 

got the impression that he was a farmhand for your great-uncle. 

Yeager: No, he had his own land, adjacent to my great-uncleôs land. They lived in the 

same house, actually, but they were not partners in that sense. They had their 

own cattle and their own land. 

DePue: Is that how he and your mother got acquainted in the first place, living in the 

same house? 

Yeager: Yes. Yes, this was a four-room house, and Nels had one room. My (laughs) 

mother had a bedroom, with a cot for my younger brother, and we had a small 

living room. My brother, Anson, and I slept in that. We had a cot that had 

fold-down sides to make it about thirty inches wide. At night, weôd pull up the 

two sides and put our quilts on and go to bed. There was one other large room, 

which served as kitchen and dining room. It had a stove in it. Thatôs the corner 

where weôd put a bum lamb, when we had a lamb to raise in the early spring. 

DePue: A ñbum lamb?ò (laughs) 

Yeager: An orphaned lamb, yes. They were called bum lambs. (laughs) People, not our 

own family, but some of the people in the area, like the Roy Hainesô family, 

had sheep, not cattle. They were a very good crop, because you had two crops 

a year. Youôd have wool in the spring. In June youôd have shearing, and wool 

would bring in money. Then, in the fall, youôd have a crop of lambs. Sheep 

reproduce faster than cattle do. Anyway, thereôs quite a difference between 

sheep ranching and cattle ranching.  

DePue: Well, thereôs a whole mythology in American Western history about the 

friction between the two.  
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Yeager: There was a lot of friction, yes. Well, to get back to the story a little bit about 

the land, when we moved out there, my stepfather leased a half-section of land 

on the north side of my great-uncleôs farm. A half-section was 320 acres, a 

mile long and half a mile wide. That was essential, because, especially in a 

dry year, you had to move cattle from one pasture to another, when the grass 

gave out. So, that half-section of land was pretty important. Well, every year 

weôd get a notice from the state that the lease was up and that we could renew 

the lease, unless someone bought the land in the meantime. If they bought the 

land at leasing time, then you lost it. But otherwise, you could renew it for the 

same rate.  

Well, that year the notice about the lease being due didnôt come, and 

my folks didnôt think too much about it. Thought it had gotten delayed in the 

mail. Well, it had. But I discovered, as I picked up the mail one day after the 

lease should have been received, that the postmistress said sheepishly, ñThis 

mail somehow got stuck up, above the mailboxes, and I just found it today.ò 

Well, it wasnôt an accident. Fred Hampton was a pretty powerful 

rancher/farmer in the area, and Iôm convinced that Fred arranged for the 

postmistress to put our mail in the wrong place. So, we didnôt get it, and when 

I came home with that delayed lease, I said, ñI think we should go tell the 

sheriff.ò 

Well, the sheriff was eighty-three miles away, (laughs) and my mother 

said, ñNo, we wonôt.ò She said, ñPearl,òðby that time, she called her former 

schoolteacher by her first name. Pearl was my teacherðshe said, ñI will never 

do anything to hurt her, and it would have gotten her into serious trouble, as 

well as Fred Hampton, if we had filed a complaint with the post office or with 

the sheriff about this mail.ò So, we lost the land.  

Well, in the meantime, my stepfather was able to acquire a little more 

land on his side of the highway, (laughs) and, in later years, they acquired 

another half-section on the south side of our land. So they got along. But even 

with the 1,600 acres, that was still a small place, compared to those people 

like Roy Haines and his brother, Martin Haines, and the Weiss brothers, who 

had maybe 30,000 acres of land. They were prosperous. They could get a new 

car at least every other year. 

DePue: Was it in 1933 that your mother got remarried? 

Yeager: Yes, in 1933 she remarried, yes.  

DePue: Did you continue to live in that same house with the great-uncle, or did they 

move to a new location? 

Yeager: Well, we lived there for a few months, to finish the school year. When school 

was out, in the spring of 1933, we moved to Nelsô house. He had been able to 
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purchase a four-room house at Maurine. Maurine was the crossroads of the 

east-west highway, U.S. 212, and the north-south Bixby local road, a county 

road running north and south. At Maurine, Bob Price had a store, and for 

some years, he had the appointment as postmaster. So, he did pretty well. He 

had customers from maybe ten or fifteen miles around, who would come to 

his store. Much quicker than going to Faith, which was thirty or so. 

Depending on where you lived, it might be forty miles away. So, Maurine was 

really the center of the area, in terms of community, and, happily, we lived 

only half a mile from that corner. 

DePue: Youôve got a picture in your autobiography of the Nels Afdahlôs place.  

Yeager: Yes. 

DePue: And this is based 

on an aerial photo 

in the late 1950s. 

Does thatð 

Yeager: Yes. 

DePue: élook like what 

existed when you 

were growing up 

there? 

Yeager: Well, the ranch 

buildings would 

be essentially the 

same.  

DePue: Yeah, it looks like the house, in todayôs standards, (laughs) is pretty darn 

small. 

Yeager: Well, it was, again, four rooms, one large room for a general-purpose room, 

dining room, living room. It had a bed on one side of it, a cot, anyway. Then 

there was a fairly good-sized bedroom for my mother and stepfather and a cot 

in that room for one of the younger brothers. A small room at one corner was 

for my older brother and me, big enough for a bed and a dresser and (laughs) a 

closet, a smaller closet. Then, there was a kitchen. The kitchen generally 

becomes the center of a house like that. Thatôs where you have the coffee. 

Thatôs where you cook the food. Thatôs where you have the stove to keep 

warm in the wintertime. It was crowded.  

In later years, after I left home, they were able to build a basement. 

They put the house over the basement, and that added greatly. They also were 
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able to have running water, because you have to have electricity to have 

running water. 

DePue: Well, I did have some questions about that, as well. So, were you there when 

they got electricity? 

Yeager: No. 

DePue: Do you know what year they ended up getting electricity? 

Yeager: I think it was ô53.  

DePue: So, well after World War II? 

Yeager: Well after. It was a major project to run the electric lines over that vast area, 

and so it took a long, long, high line to bring electricity. It went right across 

one side of our ranch. But we had no electricity and no telephone.  

We were able to get a radio, I think, in 1935. We bought a radio from 

Sears that operated from a car battery, and the car battery would operate it for 

about six weeks. Then, weôd take the battery to Maurine, get it recharged and 

have the radio again. With the radio we got news, primarily from Sturgis and 

Rapid City, down in the Black Hills, and weôd get local and area news. Even 

our own news would get into the news on the radio in those days. We listened 

to programs like Fibber McGee and Molly, Inner Sanctum, and Lucky Strike 

Hit Parade. We had a lot of radio programs we enjoyed.  

We also took a couple of newspapers. We took magazines, The 

Saturday Evening Post, which had some wonderful stories. One of my 

favorite series was about Alexander Botts, [Yeager added the last name at a 

later date.] but he worked for the Earthworm Tractor Company. (DePue 

laughs) Itôs a takeoff on the Caterpillar actually. But he was a (laughs) 

bumbling salesman who did everything wrong. Didnôt follow the bossôs 

instructions and got himself into trouble. But, in the end, he always landed a 

big contract for the company, so all would be forgiven. But theyôre delightful, 

humorous stories.  

My older brother subscribed to The American Boy magazine, and it 

had marvelous stories. Now, some of the stories were science-fiction stories. I 

remember one serial story, called ñThe Doom Tocsin.ò It also had stories 

about a fat detective who loved Maggieôs apple pie and stories about Renfrew 

of the Mounted Police. They were high-quality stories, I think. In later years, I 

got a book of selected stories from The American Boy magazine. I subscribed 

to Boyôs Life.  
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I always craved contact with the outer world. As I would be out in the 

field haying or mowing or doing whatever, fixing fence, Iôd see cars drive by 

and wondered where they came from and where they were going. If they were 

local cars, I knew them. I could tell you whether it was a ô36 Chevy or a ô37 

Chevy or whatever it was. But I always wondered about those people who 

could travel and where they were going. So, whenever I had the opportunity, I 

traveled too. I won the spelling contest in my seventh grade and won a trip to 

the state fair, the only time it had ever been in eastern South Dakota.  

DePue: Would that have been in Sioux Falls? 

Yeager: No, it was in Huron. 

DePue: Huron? 

Yeager: Yes, actually one of the larger towns in South Dakota in that period. I liked to 

imagine where people were going. I wanted to travel, and so I also had an 

interest in the outer world. I learned about the Boy Scouts, so I wrote to find 

out how I could become a Lone Scout. There werenôt enough boys, even if 

you went for fifteen miles around, to have a troop. So, I was a Lone Scout. I 

had a scoutmaster, Leslie Gunnison, who was a summertime farmer. He 

would help me with my qualifications for advancing from Tenderfoot to 

Second Class. I didnôt make it to First Class, because I couldnôt swim. We 

really didnôt have a decent place to swim, most of the years I lived out there. I 

became a Lone Scout and took the Boyôs Life magazine. It had some stories. 

Primarily, it was information about scouting. One summer, I went to Boy 

Scout camp, down in the Black Hills.  

DePue: That had to be exciting. 

Yeager: It was. It was very exciting in itself and gave me an opportunity to pass the 

requirement for a fourteen-mile, overnight hike. We were up in the Black 

Hills, a beautiful area with lots of woods and mountains. So, we took our 

backpacks one afternoon and hiked seven miles up and down the mountains to 

get to the location. Well, they had told us when we arrived that the big balloon 

ascension was to take place from the Stratobowl, sometime in the coming 

weeks. And they said, ñIf it is going, it is going to happen while youôre here in 

camp. Weôll take you to see it.ò  

Well, when we arrived at our campsite, they said, ñTime to turn 

around and go back. We can take your bedrolls in the truck, but we donôt have 

room for all you boys in the truck. So youôll have to walk back.ò (laughs) So, 

we finished our seven-mile hike, our fourteen-mile hike, going back the same 

day. They took us to the Stratobowl. Thatôs a beautiful bowl in the mountains. 

DePue: Stratobowl? 
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Yeager: Stratobowl, S-t-r-a-t-o, Strato, for stratosphere. We saw this beautiful sight. 

There was this large, pear-shaped balloon rising. It was a light beige color. 

There were floodlights on it. It was just a beautiful sight to see it rising from 

the depths of this bowl in the mountains. People looked like they were about 

that high, down around the Stratobowl. Well, sad to say, the balloon split.  

They told us to go to sleep, and we did. We were tired. We went to 

sleep. They woke us up to tell us the balloon split. There canôt be any 

ascension this morning. So, instead of making the 73,000 mile ascent, (laughs) 

the balloon went nowhere. Later on, they were able to achieve, I think, an 

altitude of 73,000 feet, which was an unheard of distance from the earth. I 

think Commander Stevens was one of the two men slated for the ascension, so 

that added excitement and disappointment to our trip.  

But overall, the scouting week was a fine experience. We had a good 

cook, a college student from Doane College in Nebraska, who told great ghost 

stories. (DePue laughs) He could really make our spines tingle, so we sat 

around the campfire at night. That was a great experience. Then twice, for two 

different summers, I went to the Presbyterian Young Peopleôs Camp in the 

Black Hills, with people from our local Presbyterian Church.  

We attended the Prairie Home Presbyterian Church, organized in 

1910. The first minister was a Scottish immigrant, a Presbyterian, of course. 

He was an educated man with a good Scottish brogue, a very earnest man. He 

and his wife rode bicycles every other weekend to come to our church. They 

were stationed at a town fifty miles north of us. The connecting road was a 

dirt road and not a very good one at that. He and his wife had bicycles, and, 

weather permitting and roads permitting, they would ride bicycles and come 

every other weekend to spend Sunday at our church. Then, the next day, 

theyôd go back to Bison, the town where they were stationed. So, we had that 

part of a glimpse of the wider world.  

DePue: Where was the church when you were growing up? 

Yeager: It was three miles west of us. Actually, to begin with, the first year it was still 

meeting in the schoolhouse. We have a picture, which I found in my motherôs 

records, a picture about that long and about that high. 

DePue: Just a few inches. 

Yeager: I had to have it blown up. It makes a beautiful picture in color. It was tinted. It 

shows this one-room sod school, where my mother went to school in her early 

years and where they also had church. There was a group of about forty 

people. It must have been the day that they dedicated the church, their 

congregation. Over at the right, you see the two bicycles of the minister and 

his wife. I may not be able to find that picture to show you. I wish I could.  
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DePue: I donôt think itôs in your autobiography. 

Yeager: Itôs not in there, no.  

DePue: Well, Iôm confused (Yeager laughs) because the names youôve been saying 

here are a lot of Norwegian names and a few German names. But how do a 

bunch of Norwegians and Germans end up going to a Presbyterian 

congregation? 

Yeager: Well, they were good Lutherans to begin with. My mother was confirmed as a 

Lutheran, and Iôm sure her brothers and sisters were. But there wasnôt any 

Lutheran church closer than thirty miles. So, the Presbyterian Church 

functioned as a community church. The Ladiesô Aid had an annual sale, and 

they had handmade goods, pillowcases and quilts and all kinds of things, 

which they made and sold to help support the church. But people in the 

community, even the Catholic family, participated in the Ladiesô Aid, though 

they didnôt ever go to church there. But people in the community who 

otherwise would not have gone to a Presbyterian church went to it, because 

that was the only church for miles and miles around. 

DePue: You get a real sense, just listening to you, of just how isolated you guys were 

from most of the rest of society, to a certain extent. I wanted to ask some more 

questions about the farm itself, or the ranch. Iôm sorry, the ranch. Did the 

family have a car? 

Yeager: Yes. My stepfather had prospered. He was a good, hard worker and a good 

farmer and rancher. He had bought a 1930 Ford Model A coupe, a two-door. 

It had a hatch in the back and a spare wheel, with tire mounted on the back of 

the car. He taught my mother to drive. Now this was while we were living 

with Great-Uncle. I thought it was taking an awful long time for my mother to 

learn how to drive, because on Sunday afternoon, theyôd just tell Anson and 

me, ñWell, look after Robert; weôre going for a driving lesson.ò  

Well, I realized later that they had more to talk about than driving. 

(laughs) They were talking about getting married, Iôm sure. So, when they had 

decided to get married, they gave us a little notice about it and went down to 

Sturgisðeighty-some miles awayðand were married in the Presbyterian 

Church down there. The minister there was widely known in that region, a 

good, strong man. He conducted the marriages and funerals for people from a 

wide area.  

So, anyway, Nels had this good car and taught my mother to drive. She 

would tool along at forty-five, maybe even fifty miles an hour, on this dirt 

road. But in good weather, it was a good surface. It was a sandy soil, and if it 

had been graded rather recently, it was really a pretty good road. It was only 

in bad weather (laughs) that it was a problem. 
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DePue: What did you think about your mom getting remarried? This would have been 

before your fatherôs death? 

Yeager: Yes. Well, I protested. I said, ñNow I wonôt have any daddy.ò Well, (laughs) 

my mother said, ñOf course, your daddy is still your daddy.ò But she never 

really explained to me what it meant to have a stepfather. I sort of learned that 

as I went along. He was kind to me. Iôd known him for three years as Nels, so 

I kept calling him Nels. My older brother learned how to say ñPaò before I 

did. It took me years before I could call him Pa.  

DePue: What kind of relationship did you have with him? 

Yeager: We had a good relationship. He was not a talker. Weôd work out in the fields 

and have only brief snatches of conversation about (laughs) getting the hay 

loaded properly or doing something else out in the field or fixing fence out in 

the pastureland. Most of the land was in pasture. We had a good relationship. 

He taught me how to do many things, how to sharpen a mower sickle, how to 

operate a horse-drawn mower, how to harness horses.  

The horses looked pretty big to me, when I was ten years old. But I 

started driving four-horse teams, I suppose, when I was thirteen or fourteen. 

Well, I had to stretch pretty hard to get a harness up on these big horses. I was 

a bit gingerly in walking around these big animals, but they never kicked me. 

They never hurt me. 

DePue: Would these be draft animals? 

Yeager: Oh, yes. We also had riding horses, but mainly their horses were draft 

animals. They were our basic power. 

DePue: No mechanization when you were growing up on the farm? 

Yeager: Well, we had machinery. We had mowers, a planter, a binder to cut the grain. 

DePue: But was this all drawn behind the horses? 

Yeager: It was all horse-drawn, yes, all horse-drawn. It was several years after I left 

home that they finally got a tractor, and that really was a necessity. But, no, I 

learned how to farm with horses, and I liked the horses. But, as I said, I didnôt 

like to work them hard when it was hot and the flies were bad. So, that part of 

it I did not like.  

One of the things I learned to do was how to trim a horseôs hooves. 

Nels would hold the halter on the horse. Iôd get down on my hands and knees 

at the foot of the horse, (laughs) and I would use a chisel for the hammer and 

trim the horseôs hoof. You canôt get too close to the tender part. You have to 
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be very careful and just take the edge, where itôs beginning to break and get 

rough. But you have to do it. Well, sometimes the horses sort of keep their 

own hooves in shape by running around, out in the pasture. But I was always a 

little nervous about that because, if Old Chub had ever decided (laughs) to 

give me a kick, I would have landed in the hospital or worse. 

DePue: What was the name? Old Chub? 

Yeager: Chub. He was our most powerful horse. In the wintertime, if it was twenty 

below, the car wouldnôt start. So, Nels and I would hook up Chub, harness 

him to the car, put the car in gear, set the spark and the gas, and pull it until 

the car started, which it would do. So, he was the most powerful horse we had. 

He also had a mean streak. My diary in those early years was full of, ñThis 

morning I went out to get the horses,ò and, ñIn the evening, I went out to get 

the cows.ò  

But, one day, when I went out to get the horses, Old Chub came at my 

horse with his nostrils wide open, his teeth bared, and he was going to, I think, 

bite my horse on the neck. Well, I managed to scare him away. I lashed at him 

with the ends of my reins and finally got him to leave us alone and got the 

horses to come in. The next day, when I went out to get the horses, I stopped 

at the skeleton of a cow that had died and picked up a good-sized bone. I 

probably would never have won a baseball game, but, when Chub got fairly 

close, I let fly with that bone, and I hit him right on the end of the nose. Well, 

a horseôs nose is pretty tender. He never bothered us again. (DePue laughs) 

Well, you get lots of little adventures like that that make life interesting if not 

difficult.  

DePue: Youôve been talking about the things that you were expected to do on the farm 

for a while, anyway, and I wanted just to read a couple of passages. This is 

from page forty-one of your autobiography, and itôs talking about the chores 

that you had. You just kind of started with how this starts. 

 ñI generally had the task of bringing in the horses and cows from 

Nelsô large pasture, chopping the kindling, milking the cows and feeding the 

calves and carrying buckets of garbage and some grain to the pigs. Nels 

developed severe rheumatism, and for several summers in the late 1930s, I did 

much of the mowing and hauled the hay.  

With one or two exceptions, that decade was characterized by drought, 

and we did not have much in the way of crops. Nels managed to get the crops 

in in the spring, often some corn and usually some wheat and oats. Most of 

what was produced was used for feeding the animals and chickens. Thistles, 

as a last resort, provided some hay or fodder, if the crops did not develop. At 

least one year, we tried some sorghum and grain.ò  
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And going down a little bit farther, ñNear the hay corral and close to 

the chicken coop, we kept a large pile of wood, which we had collected from 

the creeks. It was mostly dry wood from dead trees and branches. We 

sometimes added some boards, which were no longer useable, and culled from 

the board pile. When other duties did not require my time, I chopped kindling 

for use in starting fires in the cook stove and, in the winter, the heating stove 

in the living room. Near the board pile, we hung on the corral fence, the pieces 

of baling wire removed from a bale of hay, when we had to purchase that to 

supplement our own supply of hay.  

ñWhenever we needed to make a repair, we could often do so by 

getting just the right piece of wood from the board pile and a length of wire 

from the fence. I learned then that, when you are thirty miles from town and a 

hardware store, it pays to be able to make at least some temporary repair, with 

a piece of wood and some baling wire. Repairing fences was another task of 

slack times. Fence posts needed to be tamped, to make sure that they were 

secure, or replaced. And the barbed wire on the fences had to be stretched or 

repaired when broken.ò  

Now, the reason I like that is the ingenuity you had to have because 

you were where you were. 

Yeager: Yeah. Yeah, I think that was a very important lesson that I learned, how to be 

independent and make decisions and do things. That stood me in good stead, I 

think, when I got in the Navy and, in different ways, in other situations.  

DePue: Now Iôm sure you didnôt have indoor plumbing when you grew up, either. 

Yeager: (laughs) No, no. No, we had a well-built toilet. Some people had drafty 

privies, cracks in the boards. Sometimes they didnôt keep the fill around the 

outside. The wind could come in underneath it. It would be awfully cold, 

sitting on the board, the seat of the privy.  

DePue: What do you do in the middle of January, in the middle of the night, when 

suddenly the urge comes to you? 

Yeager: You get up and go. Pull on some pants; put on some overshoes, if thereôs 

snow; put on a heavy jacket; light the lantern, if you donôt have a flashlight, 

and go out, regardless of what time it is. But, generally, you saw to it that you 

didnôt have to do that. (both laugh) 

DePue: What did the family do for water? Was there a well? 

Yeager: We had an excellent well, probably the best water in the whole area and, 

seemingly, an unlimited supply of water. We had a well that was 

approximately two hundred feet deep.  
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Periodically, it was necessary to pull the well. That meant that you 

would have to hoist the rod. These rods, which were, I think, eighteen feet 

long, had threads on both ends. So, the rods could be fastened, end-to-end to 

get 196 feet of rod, down to the point where you had the container that would 

pull up the water. There was a gasket that would close, so the water would 

stay in that. When you did that successively, youôd build up enough water in 

the water pipeðabout so bigðso that, finally, the water level would reach the 

top of the well, and you could get it in a bucket, or most of the time, we ran it 

into the large eight-foot wooden tank for the livestock.  

We used a lot of water in the house, of course, for drinking and for 

cooking and washing. On washing day I might have had to carry, maybe, 

thirty buckets of water. We used fourteen-quart pails, which meant that, if you 

filled them almost full, so they wouldnôt spill too much, youôd have at least 

twelve quarts of water, three gallons. Youôd have two of those to carry from 

the well, up to the house. And, if you made eight or nine trips, youôd have 

enough to fill the boilers on the stove, so Mother could heat the water for 

washing. And then, you had to carry the water out again.  

Then, Mother and Nels were able to figure out how to use a hose to 

drain the washing machine. Our first washing machine was a wooden one, 

which had a wooden agitator and wooden gears. My brother and I would take 

turns doing the washing. Weôd pull the handle back and forth to agitate the 

agitator, to do the washing. We learned how to hold a book in one hand and to 

pull the crank with the other. We liked to read, so we could read while we 

were washing.  

DePue: Thatôd be a good time to be listening to the radio, too, I would think, if you 

could do that. 

Yeager: We didnôt have one at that point, and (laughs) the radio was in the house, and 

the washing machine was kept in a small room, adjacent to the kitchen. So, we 

would have had to turn it up pretty loud to hear it out in the other room. 

DePue: Was there a day of the week that you had a chance to clean up, to wash, to 

take a bath? 

Yeager: (laughs) Well, yes. We usually cleaned up on Sunday, Sunday morning.  

DePue: Before church? 

Yeager: We used a large galvanized tub, and weôd heat a bucket of water to a good 

temperature and take our bath. Then, when it was all done, weôd empty the tub 

into a pail and carry it out. Needless to say, we didnôt fill the tub very full. 

(DePue laughs) Maybe a couple of inches or so.  
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DePue: Did the family butcher some of its own meat? 

Yeager: We butchered most of our own meat. Every year, weôd butcher probably two 

hogs. Made our own bacon. Made our own hams. Put the hams in the brine. 

Weôd buy this seasoned brine, seasoned salt, I should say, from a store and 

make the brine. So, Nels knew how to do the butchering and how to cure the 

meat. Sometimes my mother would can beef. She learned how to do that and 

how to do it quite well.  

We seldom killed a cow, because, for one thing, it was too expensive. 

We could raise it. If we didnôt have it to sell, (laughs) we were out quite a bit 

of money, you know? More often we would buy a quarter. Somebody else 

would say, ñWell, Iôm going to butcher. Do you want to get a quarter?ò So, 

weôd get maybe a hind-quarter or maybe a front-quarter of somebody elseôs 

beef. You had to butcher a cow in the wintertime, because we didnôt have any 

good refrigeration.  

Our first refrigerator was a Servel gas-operated refrigerator that my 

Uncle Hansðmy motherôs older brotherðbought for her. That was a great 

addition. We had used an icebox before that. Iôd go up to Maurine and get a 

block of ice about every three days, to keep our icebox cold. But having the 

Servel gas refrigerator was a real advance, technologically. 

DePue: Was hunting one of the ways you put meat on the table, as well? 

Yeager: Not really, not for us. We had lots of jackrabbits, but you couldnôt eat them. I 

asked my great-uncle, ñWhy canôt we eat rabbits?ò He said, ñNext time you 

kill one, or your brother kills one,òðThey were a nuisance, so weôd shoot 

them with a twenty-two rifleðñIôll show you.ò So, he hung up the rabbit and 

started to skin it. After he got it half-skinned, you could see maybe three big 

boils on different places on its skin. So, (laughs) it didnôt make good eating. 

We also had cottontails, which are much smaller than jackrabbits. If we were 

able to get one of them, they made good eating. That was like chicken in 

many ways.  

At that time, we didnôt have deer. Later on, when they built the big 

dams on the Missouri River, the deer, which had inhabited the Missouri River 

Valley, made their way west. About the same time, the antelope, which had 

flourished down in the Black Hills region, north of the Black Hills, made their 

way east. So, sometimes thereôd be maybe fifteen or twenty antelope or a 

dozen deer enjoying a feast in our green fields, when the grain was green. 

That was later on. So, there wasnôt any big game to be had then, in that area at 

that time.  
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DePue: But the early yearsðand you would have been quite young during this 

timeframeðthe Dust Bowl was ravaging much of the country. Was that a 

factor in the part of South Dakota you folks were living? 

Yeager: Yes, but not to the same extent. We did have some severe dust storms. The 

dust blew in, around our trees. My stepfather had planted a windbreak. These 

were quite common. They were encouraged by the agriculture department to 

plant a thick grove of trees on the west and north side of your house, to break 

the wind, in the winter especially. Well, he had half a dozen rows of Chinese 

elms and willows and other things. The wind blew the dirt from the fields to a 

depth of at least a foot around the willows and killed them. It also brought a 

lot of the dust into the house, despite my motherôs best efforts. The wind 

seemed to penetrate any kind of crack anywhere. So, the dust storms were a 

problem, but not like Oklahoma.  

DePue: So, you didnôt see all of the cropland blow away, basically. That wasnôt the 

case? 

Yeager: No, we never had that much erosion. 

DePue: How about grasshoppers? I think you mentioned that you did have a problem. 

Yeager: Yes, we had infestations of them. One year, we had quite a lot of poisoned 

sawdust, I guess it was, sawdust to spread on the fields. We had it in the back 

of the wagon, and my stepfather would then drive the team at intervals, across 

the field, while I was in the back, throwing out the poisoned food for the 

grasshoppers. We didnôt think it really made much of a dent in the population, 

because there were so many of them.  

A very common plague, in the summer, was the Russian thistle. In 

good years, they didnôt flourish at all. There was other vegetation. But, in dry 

weather, the Russian thistles would develop. They would grow into little 

bushes. From a single root, the plant would spread out like this. It would be 

branches with thorns on them, very pesky. And when they were dry, very 

painful, if you got into them with your legs. But they would grow sometimes 

to be maybe this big around.  

DePue: As wide as your arms could get. 

Yeager: And whether the big or even the smaller ones, when theyôd get dry, they 

would break loose, and theyôd pile up against the fence. Theyôd take a fence 

down.  

DePue: Well, it sounds like the tumbleweeds. Is thatð 

Yeager: Well... 
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DePue: ésimilar?  

Yeager: We didnôt have tumbleweeds, I guess, but we certainly had (laughs) thistles 

that tumbled, like any kind of weed might tumble. They were quite a problem. 

Then, we sometimes cut the thistles, if there wasnôt going to be any growth in 

the corn or the wheat or the oats that we planted. Or, maybe mingled with 

them, there would be thistles. If we cut them green, the cattle could eat them. 

They had a very laxative effect on the cattle. (both laugh) They gave the cattle 

scours. So, you wanted to be well away from the back end of a cow when it 

erupted. So, they were not the ideal food, but they were edible for the animals.  

We raised our own hogs, and I remember one time when we butchered 

two hogs. I think that was a year when we had previously butchered a hog. 

Some years later on, when we had sheep, we would butcher a sheep. I never 

liked mutton. Ranchers who raised sheep, obviously liked mutton or would eat 

it anyway, but I never liked mutton. Usually, we had beef available, getting a 

quarter from some other family, who was butchering, or, once, butchering our 

own cow. We had hogs. We had chickens, fryers in the summertime and 

boilers in the rest of the year.  

We had turkeys. Weôd always have at least a turkey for Thanksgiving 

and Christmas, as well as shipping turkeys. My mother earned money on the 

side by raising turkeys for the market. In those days, we would kill the turkey, 

without slitting its skin anywhere. Weôd kill it by hanging it by its legs, 

inserting a knife and cutting the turkey on the inside, basically cutting either 

the nerves or the throat, in some way, on the inside. So, the turkey would 

bleed from the mouth, but thereôd be no break in the turkeyôs skin. After 

pulling the feathers off the turkey, we would then take the turkey to the house. 

My mother would take out the pinfeathers, wash the bird on the outside, and 

then, weôd pack them in a crate.  

We would take them to town on the day when the train was due to run. 

Usually the freight train came and went one day a week. We would ship them 

to Chicago, and they would last long enough to reach the market in reasonably 

good shape. If the weather turned too warm when they were shipped, you 

could lose a whole seasonôs worth of turkeys, of course.  

DePue: But the way youôre describing this, it doesnôt sound like you even took out the 

innards at all. 

Yeager: Oh, no. No, you had to leave them entire. So, when people bought a turkey, 

they had to remove the innards.  

DePue: What was the advantage of not puncturing the skin anywhere? 
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Yeager: Well, the turkey would have spoiled. Once the air got inside the skin, why, the 

turkey would have spoiled very quickly. That was to prevent the spoilage that 

you left the skin intact.  

DePue: Now, this is probably another thirty or forty miles away, but youôre close to a 

huge Indian reservation. Were there any experiences you had with the Native 

American population? 

Yeager: Not directly. We would sometimes see an Indian in town, when we went to 

Faith. The usual phrase was ña drunk Indian,ò because often, when you saw an 

Indian in town, he was drunk.  

We saw Indians at the time of the annual Faith Fair and Rodeo. This 

was an annual affair in August, when many Indians would come from the 

reservation. Theyôd bring their big, white teepees and camp on the edge of the 

fairgrounds for a week. Theyôd put on dances. Theyôd wear their costumes 

and war bonnets and put on dances. So, we got to see Indians that way. But 

otherwise, generally, we saw them (laughs) as individuals, drunk in town.  

Their main reservation was over east of us. The town of Eagle Butte 

was another, twenty-five miles east from Faith. It became the center for the 

Indians, after the Missouri River was dammed and flooded. A lot of the 

Indians had to leave that area, so they moved to Eagle Butte. The Indian 

Affairs built nice homes for them, provided schools.  

But the education for Indians was always a problem. My older brother, 

as a newspaper man, wrote a series of newspaper articles on the various 

reservations in South Dakota, describing the problems of the Indians in trying 

to gain an education or in trying to educate them. If an Indian left the tribe and 

went to Minneapolis to work and made a good living, his relatives would all 

come to live off him. That was the way you did things. And, if somebody had 

money, he was to share it. Well, it made it (laughs) impossible for anybody 

really to get anywhere. So, the plight of the Indians, I think, is still very 

difficult.  

I went to an Elder Hostel in New Mexico some years agoðmaybe 

twenty-five years ago now. They had a lot of Indiansðmost of them from 

Maineðwho came to the college in that town, because they had a good 

program in art. The Indians liked to learn their various ways of becoming 

artists, whether painters or sewing beads or whatever else. But the Indians, 

one night at this college, put on a play, depicting the plight of the Indians. It 

really was a pretty somber experience, to hear them tell about their difficulties 

with alcohol and drugs and money and all the rest. So, I think the Indians are 

still having difficulty. 
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DePue: Well, this is a complete change of subject here, but I wonder if there were any 

special traditions you remember around the holiday seasons, especially for 

Thanksgiving or Christmas.  

Yeager: Well, Thanksgiving was always a big day, and weôd often invite neighbors, or 

theyôd invite us for Thanksgiving. Christmas was always celebrated in the 

community, at the schools. The school Christmas program was a big 

community event. People from the area would come from miles around, 

whether they had children in school or not, for the Christmas program. We 

would learn Christmas songs. We would learn poetry and sometimes write 

things for Christmas programs. Weôd have a decorated tree in the school. 

Christmas was a very big event in the year, and we always enjoyed it. Of 

course, Santa Claus would come with a bag of candy for us, during the 

evening. And after a while, we got so we could tell who Santa was. (both 

laugh)  

DePue: Well, I think I mentioned that I wanted to go back to your high school 

experiences, and weôve finally got to the point where we can do that. How far 

away was Newell, again, from where your family was? 

Yeager: Fifty-five miles.  

DePue: So, what was the arrangement you had? Were you boarding with a family in 

Newell? 

Yeager: Well, the first year I was thereðmy junior yearðI worked for my board and 

room. My mother and Nels went down ahead of time, talked to the school 

officials, and they said, ñThe Gadsden family wants to have somebody live 

with them.ò  

Now, Jim Gadsden was an electrician. He was in charge of the Black 

Hills electric office for that community. He also ran the company store. So, if 

you wanted a washing machine or a dryer, youôd buy it from the company 

store, which he operated. But he was also a skilled electrician, and he would 

shinny up a pole in no time with his, not spurs, but hooks. He taught me a lot 

about electricity, by the way. So, I lived with this family.  

They had a small house though. They had two young children, very 

young. Ruth was about two years old, and Jimmy was less than a year old. 

They also had a high school girl who lived with them to help with the children 

and the housework. She had a small room in the house. So, there wasnôt any 

room in the house for me, but they had a big granary building, a well-

constructed building, back of the house about thirty feet. That became my 

house.  
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One of the first things I did, while I was living in it, was to line the 

walls with big pieces of cardboard. Jim Gadsden would get the washers and 

dryers in large cardboard cartons, and Iôd take the side of a carton and nail it 

between the two-by-fours, to keep out the draft. I had a wood heating stove in 

the room, which I used in the wintertime. Now, in mild weather, it was a 

comfortable place. I had a good study lamp in it. Jim always insisted that I 

have good light.  

I would come home from school, take care of the chickens, milk the 

cow, process the milk and Iôd bring in the eggs from the chicken coop. Then I 

would probably spend an hour or two in the evening, sawing wood. There 

were a lot of trees that were planted along the irrigation ditches, because there 

was a source of water. Then, there was a whole row of trees, about so big 

around, the trunks were. Theyôd been trimmed, but the trunks were about 

fifteen feet high. So, one of my jobs was to use a one-man/two-man saw. Itôs 

about this long.  

DePue: About three feet. 

Yeager: Iôd saw the trees and cut them down, cut them into lengths and use an old car 

and a trailer to haul the chunks of wood back to the house. Then, in the 

evening, I would put these blocks of wood and pieces of tree on a sawhorse 

and saw them into stove length and cramp my hands. (laughs) It really would 

cramp my fingers. The next day, when I tried to type, it would make it very 

difficult.  

I greatly envied my classmate, Lillian, who also went to the Newell 

High School, because she was a pianist. So, I thought, ñShe must have an easy 

time with typing, (laughs) because she doesnôt have to saw wood, and sheôs a 

pianist besides.ò Happily, I made an A in typing. You had to type forty words 

a minute. I typed 39.5, and happily, the teacher rounded it to forty. (laughs) 

So, I passed. I got an A.  

DePue: Did you think this arrangement that you had with the Gadsden familyéwas 

that a fair trade, free room and board for all that labor? 

Yeager: Yes, I think I got a good deal. I think I probably got a better deal than they 

did, because they were generous about letting me try out for and participate in 

some of the high school activities. The first semester I was there, I was in the 

boysô glee club. I couldnôt read a note, but I could sing pretty well. I would 

learn the tenor part from the fellow next to me, so I could sing along with it. 

Anyway, the director of the band and the glee club was the director for the 

annual operetta and tapped me for the lead for an operetta. Well, (laughs) I 

said, ñI think you ought to choose Carl Oaksall. Heôs got a better voice than I 

have. He knows how to sing. Why donôt you try Carl?ò He said, ñI would, but 
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I canôt depend on him. He may or may not show up for a rehearsal.ò So, he 

said, ñI want you to do it.ò  

Well, the pianist, a high school student, was very patient. She would 

play the song for me. I suppose it maybe took me going through a song six or 

seven times, before I can memorize my singing part. Well, the arrangement 

was that, instead of feeding the chickens in the wintertime at, say, 3:30 or 

4:00, when I got home from school, I would come home at noon, on my bike, 

and replenish the food supply for the chickens, so they would have enough 

feed for the day. Then, I could stay after school for an hour for rehearsal.  

Well, I also was 

able to take part in some 

of the debate programs, 

and that also took some 

time away. So, the 

family was really very 

generous in letting me 

have some part in the 

school activities.  

Now, we became 

good friends. I kept in 

touch with the family 

over the years. I 

corresponded just really 

recently with Mildred. Jim died years ago, but Mildred was ninety several 

years ago, and Iôve been in touch with her a number of times. I sent her a copy 

of my boyhood experiences, because I mentioned the Gadsden family there.  

DePue: Well, Iôm 

looking now 

at a picture 

of the 

Newell 

football 

team 

(Yeager 

laughs) in 

1939, and 

you 

obviously 

played 

football as 

well. 
Newell High School Football team, 1939. Iver is the second from the left in 
the front row.  

Newell High School Speech Club, 1939-1940. Iver is farthest 
to the right in the front row.  
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Yeager: Well, the six-man football. Yeah, we didnôt have the equipment. We didnôt 

have enough men in the school to have an eleven-man team. There wasnôt 

much competition to make the team, so I got a letter. 

DePue: What were your favorite subjects, by the time you got to high school? 

Yeager: Well, I really enjoyed Latin, especially my second year, when I could translate 

Caesar and his Gallic Wars. I really enjoyed that and wrote it out. I think I 

still have my translation. I really enjoyed Newell. My favorite course at 

Newell was geology.  

The teacher was Burns Taft, who was an all-around (laughs) man. He 

taught biology. That was his main subject. But he was also the director of the 

band, the director of the glee club, the director of the operetta, and, on 

Sundays, if the minister was away, he would preach the sermon. He was full 

of energy and full of (laughs) ideas, and he taught this course on geology. 

They had to call it ñNorth American Geography,ò because the state didnôt 

recognize geology as a high school subject. But I had the same course, 

somewhat reduced, that I had later in college when I took geology. (laughs) 

So, I knew all the basics, before I got to college. But it was an exciting course.  

In the spring, there were four of us who did a lot of things together. 

One was a long-time friend, Calvin Stomprud, and then Darryl Hanson and 

Bill Taft . When we had the course, then, in physics or in chemistry, we were a 

team of four, and we did a lot of things together. I enjoyed both those courses 

very much.  

In geology, in the spring, the four of us decided, as our project, to 

make a map about three feet wide and about four feet high, out of plaster of 

paris and shape it enough to show where the mountains were in North 

America and where the Grand Canyon was. Then, we painted it different 

colors to show the dominant outcropping in a given region, showing which 

geological era was exposed at that point. Then, we got to talking and saying, 

ñYou know, we ought to go out and see some of this scenery, see these 

mountains themselves.ò  

So, we talked our teacher, Burns Taft, and our coach, Orville Ronning, 

to go with us in Burns Taftôs car. I was the smallest in the group, so I sat in 

the middle in the front, but I had a good view through the windshield. So, the 

two men and I would be in the front. The other three fellows would be in the 

back. We loaded our bedrolls on the front and back bumpers, and we filled the 

small trunk with grapefruit, potatoes, a few cans of beans and things like that. 

Most of our meals, we cooked on the way. Weôd buy milk and sometimes 

cottage cheese and other things, along the way. But we spent eight days on 

this trip.  
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We traveled over two thousand miles. We went to Yellowstone and 

spent a couple of days there. We went up to Glacier Park and spent a couple 

of days there. Came back across southern Alberta, down through Montana. 

Saw the copper-smelting works in Butte, Montana, and really just had a 

wonderful time. Burns Taft provided the car. The other five of us paid for the 

gas and the groceries. It cost us each about $6.50. Once in a while, we had to 

pay an admission, but not often. But it was really a wonderful experience, 

being with the other fellows and also seeing the wonders of Yellowstone and 

Glacier Park. 

DePue: You couldnôt even get close to that kind of a price range today, even in 

inflationary dollars. 

Yeager: (laughs) No, you couldnôt do it now. We camped outdoors every night, except 

one. The first night we were in the Little Bighornôs, there was a foot of wet 

snow, so we rented a cabin. We got the snow anyway. It came in through the 

chinks of the cabin. (both laugh) But, anyway, the rest of the time we slept 

outside.  

We were at Kalispell, near Glacier Park. Ordinarily we drove only in 

the daytime, because we wanted to see the scenery and see the geology. But 

that night, we drove until after dark, so we would be able to enter Glacier 

Park, first thing in the morning. Then, we stopped north of Kalispell, about 

five miles.  

Burns Taft said, ñIôll walk a little ways and find a good place to bed 

down.ò Well, heôd gone maybe twenty feet or so, and it was pitch black. We 

heard a splash. (DePue laughs) We couldnôt do anything. We couldnôt see 

what was happening. Pretty soon (laughs), maybe twenty minutes later, he 

came to us, dripping wet. Heôd walked over the bank of the river, fallen in, 

was swept down to a curve, where he was able to climb out (laughs) and come 

back to us. So, we almost lost him, but not quite. But we had some adventures 

along the way.  

DePue: Did you miss your family during the time you were going to school? You 

were spending an awful lot of time away from the family at that time. 

Yeager: Well, I did, but I was so busy that I didnôt really think much about it. About 

every four or five weeks, Iôd spend a weekend at home. Lillian Hainesô family 

always had a very good car. They would drive down to take her to school, and 

often I would ride with them. Theyôd come down to take her home for a 

weekend quite often, and so I could arrange to come home on the weekend 

when Lillian was going home too. Iôd spend a weekend, about every four or 

five weeks, at home. So, I didnôt lose touch with the family.  
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But that was the year when my brother George was born, just before I 

started my junior year. My brother Larry was born just before I started my 

senior year. But he was born withéI canôt come up with the name of the 

problem, but itôs a muscle that grows across the lower esophagus, so that food 

cannot get into the stomach. So, when he was two weeks old, he had to have 

an operation in the hospital at Rapid City. The doctor performed this 

operation, and I went down to see him in the hospital. He was tiny, because he 

hadnôt really had any food for two weeks, couldnôt get anything in the 

stomach. He had needles in his two wrists, and he had needles in his knees. He 

was just a little bundle of bones and skin.  

He grew to be about six-feet-three, (DePue laughs) very strong, the 

tallest one in our family. (laughs) He became a highway engineer, was the 

superintendent of highways in northeastern South Dakota for about twenty 

years, with a staff of 250 people and lots of machinery. He learned how to 

elevate roads, when the floods started filling the kettle holes that were crossed 

by the highway. One highway he had to raise twelve feet. If you raise a 

highway twelve feet, you have to have a base about three times the width of 

the highway. He had a lot of experience that way. Then, in the wintertime in 

ô93, I think it was, there was an immense amount of snow. He had to borrow 

snowplows from Minnesota and Iowa to keep the highways going. So, heôs 

been one of the very successful members of our family. Heôs coming to see us 

next week, by the way, he and his wife. 

DePue: Well, I mentioned, when we started, (Yeager laughs) that youôre in 

Jacksonville, but I know that youôre in the process of moving here pretty soon 

too, arenôt you? 

Yeager: Yes, at the end of the month. Our sonôs belongings are in the basement. Heôs 

kept a room at home all these years. He has lots of books, a table saw, a band 

saw, a lot of things over the years. The movers are coming to collect his 

belongings on the thirtieth and take them to California, where he lives. Then, 

on either the thirty-first or the firstðthey donôt know yet, for sureðtheyôll 

come to collect our belongings, to take them to Denver, actually to 

Englewood, which is a suburb of Denver. So, weôll be flyingðwe are certain 

about thisðweôll be flying from St. Louis to Denver on the second of August. 

Then, we will have a new address, at that point. 

DePue: Iôm just curious. Is the house that you lived in for a couple of years in Denver 

still there? 

Yeager: Yes, the house is still there. Well, I think it is. I havenôt seen it now for 

probably thirty years.  

DePue: Okay. 
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Yeager: But, I went to see it in the late 1960s. I didnôt get back to Denver until after 

thirty-three years, and one of the places I went was to see this house. Well, we 

were the newest house on the block, and there were vacant lots adjacent to us. 

They were building houses in that block.  

So, we went back, and here was a completely (laughs) settled 

community. Trees, you know, had been there a long time. I wouldnôt have 

recognized it. I went around the corner to see if the fire station was still there. 

Well, thereôs a fire station in the same location, but itôs a nice, modern station, 

not the one that I knew. (laughs)  

Weôve been back many times. Our daughter and her husband lived 

there for eight years, after they were first married, in Denver. Our son-in-law 

is a geophysicist, works for Chevron Oil. Our daughter got a PhD at Berkeley 

in geography and then, took a masterôs in hydraulic engineering. So, she 

worked for some years as a hydraulic engineer. That means that she learned 

how to build canals and dams and construct drainage ditches and things like 

that. She became qualified as an expert witness for fishes.  

Water rights are very valuable in the West, and if a person can show 

that he got water from this particular stream on such-and-such a year, he has 

the right to X amount of water, regardless of the total flow. The next person 

will get water, if thereôs some left over, and the next person, and so on. Well, 

the state came to the conclusion that the fishes have the prior right. They were 

there before any humans came along. (DePue laughs). So, our daughter would 

be sent for trials when they were determining who had how much right to how 

much water of this particular stream. So, she was an expert witness on behalf 

of the fishes.  

DePue: Well, letôs take you back to (both laugh) the late 1930s again. We jumped a 

few decades there. 

Yeager: Sorry. 

DePue: Oh no, thatôs fine. You were in high school in the late 1930s. Were you one of 

the people who would be paying attention to what was going on in the world 

at the time? 

Yeager: Yes, we really did. In my senior year, we had a course in American history, 

and on Fridays, we had a current-events day. So, we were very much aware. 

During much of our senior year, we were talking about the Phony War going 

on in Europe. France and Germany each had a powerful defense against the 

other, the Maginot Line.  

DePue: Okay, you graduated in May of 1940? 



Iver Yeager  Interview # VR2-A-L-2012-032.02 

39 

Yeager: Yes. 

DePue: Okay. 

Yeager: So, most of that year was still a phony year. It was May of that year when 

Hitler moved into Poland, and we suddenly realized that this was no longer a 

simple, European war. 

DePue: Well, yeah, Germany attacked Poland in September of ó39, so that whole year 

you would have been watching that, it sounds like. 

Yeager: I was thinking he made an invasion somewhere in May. But maybe it was 

someð 

DePue: April or May of 1940 is when they attacked west into the Low Countries and 

into France.  

Yeager: Yeah, right. Okay. And then, in September, into Poland, okay.  

DePue: So, you would have had that whole year, where it sounds like your class was 

watching that closely? 

Yeager: Well, September of ô40, I was in college. So, we really had about the last 

month of high school when things were really beginning to get hot in Europe.  

DePue: Were you thinking this was going to have a potential implication in your 

future? 

Yeager: I donôt think we gave it very much thought. For one thing, it was still far 

away. For another, (laughs) the last few weeks of school were full of activities 

and getting ready for graduation. I think we did not really pay too much 

attention to it at that point. 

DePue: What did you think you wanted to do after you graduated? 

Yeager: Well, I knew I wanted to go to college. I just had a keen interest in going into 

the ministry, but I didnôt want just the ñplain ministry.ò I wanted to major in 

philosophy. So, my older brother had gone for a couple of years to South 

Dakota State in Brookings, and I decided to go to South Dakota State.  

So, in the early summer of 1940, I corresponded with people at South 

Dakota State and set up a program for a major in philosophy. It was not a 

strong program because, after all, South Dakota State was primarily an 

agricultural and mechanical-arts college, not liberal arts. But they did have 

enough hours for a major in philosophy, so that was my initial plan.  
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DePue: Weôre going to get to college in just a couple of minutes, but I wanted to ask a 

couple of questions here. The first one is, looking back on those crucial years, 

when you were growing up, who would you say would have the biggest 

impact on your life, the most influential person in your life? 

Yeager: Clearly my mother and, I think, in a positive way. I never became overly 

dependent in an emotional sense on her, but she strongly encouraged me to go 

on to school. She did not want me to drop out, even to help on the ranch. She 

was the most influential. My own father had really very little influence. For 

one thing, he died when I was, well, not quite twelve.  

DePue: How aboutð 

Yeager: I should add another comment about high school. My senior year in high 

school, I made arrangements to live with the family of the local 

Congregational minister. Iôd gotten to know him and his family because, 

during my junior year, I went to that church. There wasnôt any Presbyterian 

church, so I went to the Congregational church. Thatôs a story in itself.  

But, at any rate, I became friends with the middle son of the Ericson 

family, although he was three years younger than I. But he was active in the 

speech activities, including debate, and I got to know him pretty well. So, I 

asked the Ericson family if I could stay with them. Their older son, John, was 

a year behind me. They had a family of three sons, but also Edithôs mother 

lived with them, Mrs. Snyder. So, they had a houseful right there.  

But John slept in a large screened-in porch on the north side of the 

house, unheated. They said I could share the bed with John. (laughs) He was 

hard to get up in the morning. Heôd stay up late at night, doing photography or 

using his telescope, and heôd barely get to school on time. He always slid into 

his seat in the study hall, as the last bell sounded.  

I would get up earlier and go to school. Mrs. Ericson was a fine cook 

and a very wholesome person. So was Elmer, her husband. This was a very 

positive influence in my life, and they contributed a great deal to me. So, I 

lived with them. I paid $15 a month for board and room, which was a bargain, 

but it was the going rate at that time. 

DePue: It sounds like you had an awful lot of influences on your early life. 

Yeager: Oh, I did. 

DePue: The various people that you lived with, your stepfather and your own parents. 

Thinking back on those years, what were the things that you did that you most 

enjoyed, that brought the most joy to your life? 
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Yeager: Well, certainly, a major part was reading. I loved to read. And not just for fun, 

although I liked that, but also for information. I liked music, to the extent to 

which I could participate in it. I enjoyed being with other young people at 

church, both out at Maurine, at the Prairie Home Church, and the church in 

Newell. The young peopleôs group there was a strong, active, positive group. 

Elmer Ericson, the minister, I think, managed a very good youth program for 

the church. That was very positive and very enjoyable. I loved to travel, and I 

loved the people I could travel with, whether my high school classmates or, 

sometimes, adults. So, there were many different aspects of life, which I found 

enjoyable. 

DePue: Were you a good student? 

Yeager: Yes. I (laughs) graduated from high school with seventeen Aôs and one B.  

DePue: Where did you rank in your class? 

Yeager: Well, I tied for first. Lillian, my classmate for the past five years, likewise had 

seventeen Aôs and one B.  

DePue: Was there some competition between the two of you? 

Yeager: Yes, always. But it was always good-natured, never unfriendly or cutthroat. 

Oh yes. When we were out at the one-room school and high school, some 

days I would get a hundred and sheôd get ninety-seven. Another day, it would 

be the other way around. So, I always felt that she was my equal. But, in a 

letter that she wrote to me in later years, she said, ñYou were always smarter 

than I was.ò (DePue laughs) Well, I didnôt realize that, if thatôs the case. So, 

we tied. The superintendent called me in and explained the situation. So, I 

volunteered. I said, ñWell, make me the salutatorian, and Lillian can be the 

valedictorian.ò Well, that was fine. Thatôs the way it is in the book, but 

officially we tied.  

When I learned, late in the summer, that Macalester College gave a 

tuition break to students who were number one in their class, I wrote and the 

superintendent wrote also, explaining that I really tied for first. Otherwise, I 

could not have attended Macalester, if I hadnôt had that tuition break. So, it 

could have been a costly (laughs) act of courtesy, if Macalester had not 

acknowledged that I was number one in the class. 

DePue: Youôve mentioned Lillianôs name quite a bit in this first session. Were you 

two strictly friends? 

Yeager: We did a lot of things together. When I was eight years old, I sometimes 

would walk two miles over to Lillianôs house with stamps. We both collected 

stamps. She collected Canadian stamps because they had Canadian relatives. I 
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collected other stamps, and weôd exchange stamps. The Haines family also 

had games like Touring, and we would play games. So, we did quite a lot 

together. There was no girl her age that she found companionable, and I had 

no boy my age. But we were in the same class, and we really got along very 

well. We never really dated. We did a lot of things together, but never really 

dated.  

DePue: Maybe thatôs going to come in the college years, then? 

Yeager: That comes in the college years, yes. 

DePue: Youôve already talked a little bit about why Macalester was appealing. Was 

that the notion, that you could get help on the scholarship? Was that one of the 

main motivators for going to Macalester? 

Yeager: No, the main motivation was the college itself and also the prospect of living 

in a big city again. I remembered enough about the positive advantages of 

living in a city, like Denver, that I really wanted that experience. I had a 

viewbook, along with the college catalog, which described the cultural 

advantages of the Twin Cities and of being a student at Macalester.  

Macalester provided students with three free tickets to the symphony. 

In my freshman year, I went to the Minneapolis Symphony. We went by 

streetcar, and I heard Fritz Kreisler, a renowned violinist, Kirsten Flagstad, 

who was still in good repute at that point, and also John Charles Thomas, a 

baritone. Now, this was a great experience in music, but I also took great 

advantage of the museums. For one thing, my speech class required that I visit 

certain places in the Twin Cities and report on them in class. One of them was 

the Minneapolis art museums, so I went over and studied Chinese art, 

especially jade. Gave my report on that.  

Another time, I went to the Ford Motor Company plant on the edge of 

St. Paul. They built the plant where they had the supply of sand, because they 

made their own window glass and windshields, right on the grounds. I saw the 

Ford motor assembly plant there.  

 I really enjoyed the advantages of the city. Well, I found the college 

very inviting, because of the faculty and the courses they offered. So, it 

seemed to me, a very rich world, in contrast to what I knew would be the case 

in Brookings, where it would be a pretty restricted life, a small town and a 

somewhat remote area.  

DePue: Well, I know that the reputationðat least now and I think it was at that timeð 

of Macalester was that it was one of the premier, liberal-arts colleges in the 

country. Would that have been the case? 
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Yeager: It was a strong college, but I think that it probably did not have that high a 

rating at the time. Colleges, in those days, were rated more in comparison with 

other colleges, related to the same denomination. My first teaching position, 

after graduate school, was the College of Wooster in Ohio. I went in to talk to 

President Turck at Macalester on one visit back there. He said, ñYou know, I 

wish that people wouldnôt always think of Wooster as the Presbyterian 

College.ò So, clearly, he reflected the view that most people thought Wooster 

was a much better college than Macalester. But it was a good, strong college. 

It had a fine president. The son of that president, by the way, was DeWitt 

Wallace, who founded the Readerôs Digest. His father loaned him five 

hundred dollars. The father said to a friend, ñI hope this is the last time he has 

to borrow money to start some business.ò  

DePue: (laughs) Well, he did all right for himself though. 

Yeager: In later years, of course, they provided millions and millions of dollars for 

Macalester, and it was that financing that really boosted it. 

DePue: Okay, youôve already given us some idea, but what was your major when you 

first started? 

Yeager: Iôm sorry, my major...What? 

DePue: When you first started at Macalester? 

Yeager: My major? 

DePue: Your major study, your focus of study? 

Yeager: Well, I went with the idea that I would really like to major in geology. I took 

the course in geology, and then I realized that, for a geology major, Iôd have to 

have some advanced courses in chemistry and physics. I simply didnôt have 

the math background for that. In the meantime, I found I had greater interest 

in other fields, such as religion and philosophy. 

DePue: Was that the time period you were most thinking that perhaps the ministry 

would be your future? 

Yeager: I had mixed feelings about it, because I was quite aware of the conflict many 

people see between religion and science. I took the biology course at 

Macalester, because Iôd never had biology. Had a wonderful teacher, who was 

a very fine biologist. He had a PhD in biology, but he was also an ordained 

Presbyterian minister. He was a great help in dealing with the relationship 

between science and religion. He made it evident that you donôt have to give 

up science if you get involved with religion. So, that resolved that conflict.  
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But I also came to the realization that I wanted my ministry to be 

teaching, rather than preaching. I was quite aware that itôs very difficult to 

deal with certain issues in religion, if you are a pastor. I wanted to be free to 

hold the views which I believed were compatible with three ways, with 

science, with philosophy and with religion. I felt I had a freedom to do that, if 

I were in teaching, but I would not have that freedom, if I were in a pastoral 

ministry. So, I never really expected to go into the pastoral ministry.  

DePue: I wanted to read something here from your book. The title of this one is 

College Years: Autobiography of Iver F. Yeager, Part Two, 1940 to 1944. 

This one will get us into the other aspect of how you could afford going to 

Macalester. Weôve already gotten into that a little bit, but hereôs the passage, 

and this is from page twenty-three. I think youôre talking, at this time, about 

Christmastime. Itôs a long way from home, and on a couple of occasions at 

least, you stayed there rather than go home. 

 ñThe college dining room was closed during vacations. I tried eating 

breakfast cereal with water instead of milk, but that really was not appealing, 

and I then bought milk. In cooler weather, I could keep it a day or so on the 

window in my room.  

At Christmastime, Iôd sometimes sub for a friend who washed the pots 

and pans at the greasy spoon, officially known as the Dutch Mill. This was a 

modest restaurant, about a half a block from campus, on Grand Avenue. I 

would get my meals in return. Otherwise, I usually had a sweet roll and a 

glass of milk for breakfast, costing ten cents; a tuna sandwich on toast, fifteen 

cents, and a milkshake, ten cents, for lunch; then supper, meat, potatoes and 

gravy, a vegetable, a glass of milk and dessert, pie or cake or a dish of 

pudding, thirty-five cents.  

The going rate for student labor was thirty-five cents per hour, so I 

could count on two dollars a day, required for food. Sometimes I bought a 

small package of day-old sweet rolls, at the bakery outlet on Grand Avenue, 

just north of St. Clair. My shoes wore thin, and Iôd tried using cardboard for 

temporary soles. It was not (laughs) very effective, and I got a blister on my 

foot, which became infected. I had it treated at the college infirmary, and the 

nurse advised me to get some new shoes. I scraped up $2.50 to get them.ò 

(both laugh)  

DePue:  So, you scraped through a lot of different circumstances there. 

Yeager: Oh, yes. Yes, money was always tight. One time I actually didnôt write home 

because I did not have three cents for a stamp. Now Iôm sure other people 

would have given me three cents or given (laughs) me a stamp, but I was too 

proud, I guess, to ask for it. So, I had to wait until the next college payday, 

whatever that was, before I could buy stamps. 
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DePue: You mentioned, after your father passed away, that you got this five hundred 

dollars. Did that go to school as well? 

Yeager: Well, I spent some of that money living with the Ericson family in my senior 

year in high school, and I spent fifty-three dollars for a Corona silent, portable 

typewriter, before I went to college. So, I had about $250 left when I started 

Macalester, and over the years, that disappeared too. I finished college $250 in 

debt to the college. I paid that off, after I was commissioned in the Navy.  

So, the money from my father helped, yes. I must have used quite a bit 

of that for that trip to Winnipeg. When I was reading it over, I read that I 

wanted to go to Winnipeg and was willing to pay ninety-five dollars. I 

thought, ñMy gosh, how did I...ò (laughs) I must have spent most of what I 

had left by that time just going to Winnipeg, but it as a worthwhile trip. 

DePue: Weôve been at this for two and a half hours. (Yeager laughs) I was planning to 

finish off your college years, but we can pick that up in the next session, or we 

can spend another fifteen or twenty minutes to finish it up today. Itôs 

completely up to you, Iver. 

Yeager: Well, letôs go ahead.  

DePue: Okay. Did you work through most of your college years as well, then? 

Yeager: Oh yes. I almost always had at least one college job, sometimes two or three. I 

often worked part-time off-campus, usually for short periods, a few weeks 

maybe. But, at the college the first year, I had a job working in the dormitory, 

delivering the mail twice a day to different peopleôs rooms and assisting the 

director of the dormitory. That gave me a good contact with an adult. Dan was 

his name. Iôve been fortunate that Iôve had good adult friends in so many 

places, including high school and college, who have been very helpful.  

But later, I became the official recorder for the college, operating the 

collegeôs Presto recorder. For example, I could cut platters for thirty-minute 

programs of music, for the choir or a lecture or a program at the convocation 

at the college. I also cut hundreds of small records for freshmen speech. The 

speech department made heavy use of this recording equipment, and that kept 

me busy many hours.  

I also worked, sometimes, downtown. For example, I worked for some 

months at the St. Paul Fire and Marine Insurance Company, downtown, in the 

mailroom, along with two or three other college and law-school students who 

had come in to handle the outgoing mail. We would process the mail, run the 

letters through the folding machine and put them in the window envelopes. 

They always kept a secretary on hand, until the last letter was out, because 

once in a while, the machine would crumple a letter, and the secretary would 
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have to retype it. They didnôt have anything like a photocopying machine in 

those days. But that was a good experience. I learned a lot from law-school 

students, (both laugh) the ones that were working down there.  

I worked for most of my junior year at the First Baptist Church. It had 

a fine minister. Northern Baptists, as they were then known, were, in many 

cases, liberal Baptists. This man was a liberal thinker in regard to religion, a 

very positive man. I worked for a year, as the director of the youth activities at 

the church. The Sunday night meeting was the main requirement. I preached 

for him a couple of times, when he was away, during that year.  

Now, I had other experiences. Sometimes I had jobs putting up storm 

windows in the fall for people. Sometimes that was a bit difficult. Youôd have 

to carry a storm window from the basement, up to maybe the second floor, put 

it out through an open window, from inside the house, wiggle it around until 

you could feel the hooks catch on the outside, let the window hang down and 

close it. Then, in the spring, of course, you had to take the windows down. 

There were almost always, in the winter, snow-shoveling jobs. All these jobs 

paid thirty-five cents an hour. We were close to Summit Avenue, which was 

the plowed street in those days. It still is one of the grandest residential areas, 

I think, in the city.  

DePue: This is St. Paul again? 

Yeager: In St. Paul. We just were a block away from Summit Avenue, and I had a job 

to go up to an address on Summit Avenue. Well, Summit Avenue, in places, 

had a boulevard strip in the middle. There would also be through-traffic in the 

middle and then a service road on either side for people to get to their houses. 

So, I had the job of shoveling this driveway from the road, past the houseðit 

was a big houseðto the sunken garage, a three-car garage. Well, the area was 

sunken. (laughs) The garage wasnôt sunken.  

Anyway, there was about fourteen inches of heavy, wet snow, and 

when I got to the garage, I had to lift each shovelful of snow, carry it over, and 

throw it up over the bank, about four feet high. As I threw the snow up the 

bank, I had to throw it further each time to get it to stay up on the bank. Well, 

this job took me five hours. Then I went in, and when I told her it was five 

hours, the maid really complained that I was so slow. Well, (laughs) I was so 

tired I couldnôt think of anything to say. I just said nothing. But she did pay 

me thirty-five cents an hour for snow shoveling.  

  So, I had many jobs. Twice I worked in the post office, once delivering 

mail. But it was a very cold winter. There was lots of snow. I was grateful for 

the two apartment buildings which had entryways, where you could get inside 

the building and put the mail in the boxes. One kind lady would always invite 

me in for a cup of cocoa and a cookie in the wintertime.  
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The next year, I asked for an indoor job. So, I worked in the package 

department of the downtown post office. A huge conveyor belt would dump 

package after package on a huge sorting table. People would mail packages 

with toys and candy and cookies in a flimsy cardboard box, held together by a 

single thread of flimsy string. Now, when these packages broke open, we did 

our best to put them back together and to put things in that we thought 

belonged to them. I worked that winter in the post office in downtown St. 

Paul. So, I had a great variety of work experiences. 

DePue: Did all of this work leave any time for any kind of extracurricular activities? 

Yeager: Yes, I kept busy with that. I was active in the Macalester Christian 

Association. I was always on the committee for planning the religion and life 

week, where we had a series of meetings, always including one on religion 

and science. I became active in the student government. I was active also in 

the History Association, and I should mention that one of my jobs, for about a 

year and a half, was typing the programs for the college chapel.  

So, I got to be friends with the head of the religion department, Edwin 

Kagin, who warned me about the dangers of Congregationalism, (laughs) 

when he realized I was drifting away from the Presbyterian Church. But we 

remained good friends, and he performed our wedding ceremony, when we 

got married. But I worked with him.  

I worked with the dean of the college when I was doing the recording, 

because I would drive the deanôs car over to the public radio station at the 

University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. The dean had a Dodge car, with a 

forerunner of automatic drive, which I finally got used to. Iôd have the 

responsibility of taking the recording over there, and after the recording had 

been played, bringing it back.  

There was a man named Fred Replogle at the college when I went 

there, who was the director of personnel. He functioned as the dean of 

students, but, unlike other deans of students Iôve known, he did not really have 

any major responsibility for discipline. But he was a very keen-minded 

person, very sharp, very personable and very helpful to me. I worked for him 

a lot.  

When we had to move out of the dormitory to make room for the Air 

Force contingentðthey wanted to use the college dormðI was assigned the 

job of organizing a campaign to solicit possible rooming places for students in 

the community. We had a good response, and people were quite willing to 

take students in for a semester to let them finish the year. This had to be done 

at the middle of the year, in my junior year.  
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DePue: With all these different jobs you had, it sounds like you were something of a 

fixture on campus. You knew so many people.  

Yeager: Well, I enjoyed that. I really appreciated people like Fred Replogle and Dean 

Ficken and Dan and others. I got to be good friends with Earl Ward, in the 

English department. He persuaded me to take my final requirement in English 

as a course in Chaucer, which he taught. Well, I was reluctant because I was 

going to take a sophomore course in English. I thought, if I took that upper-

class course in Chaucer, Iôd be in with a lot of English majors.  

Well, I did take the course and really enjoyed it thoroughly and 

enjoyed getting to know Earl Ward. He liked to prepare recordings of various 

poetry that he would read for his classes. So, we had picked out some music 

that he wanted to use as the background for reading T.S. Eliotôs The Waste 

Land, and I made the recording for him for that. I also got to be good friends 

with the choir director, because I recorded the choir. So, I had a lot of 

connections around the college. I really did enjoy the college experience. It 

was a wonderful experience. 

DePue: Well, I want to take you to one particular snapshot of that college experience, 

and this would have happened, I believe, halfway through your sophomore 

year, on December 7, 1941.  

Yeager: Yes. 

DePue: The day Pearl Harbor was attacked. 

Yeager: That was a really remarkable experience. It was a Sunday afternoon. I was 

babysitting for the new house director who had a young child about a year old. 

Well, the baby was asleep when I went there, and I lay down on the (laughs) 

carpet in the living room, and I fell asleep. Well, I woke up and turned on the 

radio. I didnôt have a radio, so I turned on their radio. And pretty soon I 

figured out that something had happened at Pearl Harbor. So, the attack was 

still underway when I heard about it. That was how I learned about Pearl 

Harbor.  

The next day, we had a college group that met in the theater in Old 

Main, so we could hear President Roosevelt deliver his speech about the day 

of infamy. Well, we men knew what this meant for us. You may remember, if 

you read that far, that in my first month at the college, probably early October 

of 1940, I signed a petition to keep us out of Europeôs war. Along with about a 

175 other men, I had my name on that petition. It began, ñWe, the undersigned 

students of Macalester College, protest the passage of the Selective Service 

Act,ò which I believe was on September 20, 1940. We knew that that act was 

aimed at us, and we would be the prime targets for the induction into military 

service, and we had no desire to be part of Europeôs war.  
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Well, the president of the college called an open meeting of the student 

body late that afternoon and talked to us about it. He said, ñWell, you can do 

what you want to as individuals, but you may not use the name of the 

college.ò He was from Kentucky. He had been president of Danville College, 

in Danville, Kentucky, Charles J. Turck, T-u-r-c-k. He gave us a pretty good 

talking to (laughs) about what was going on in the world and about 

responsibilities that he thought we should accept.  

Well, I thought he was impugning our patriotism, and so, with a good 

deal of fear and trepidation, I stood up to speak. Iôd never spoken in that kind 

of situation, in a public way. I said, ñI do not think that we are unpatriotic. We 

simply do not want to be part of what we consider to be Europeôs war.ò Well, 

he didnôt make any retort to that. We later became good friends, but my 

introduction to the Selective Service was that petition.  

When the time came, I registered for the draft. Some of my friends did 

not. Some of them were conscientious objectors and chose to participate in all 

kinds of experiments, as an alternative to military service. Well, I concluded, 

after thinking about it a good deal, that I could not conscientiously say I could 

not kill a man. I realized that I would kill a man if I thought he were a serious 

threat to me or my loved ones or my friends or my country. So, I did not 

become a C.O.  

I registered with the Selective Service Board in Sturgis, South Dakota. 

That was the county seat for Meade County, where we lived. It was the third 

largest county in the country after, I think, Los Angeles County and maybe 

Houston. But it was 110 miles from one end to the other. We were eighty-

three miles from Sturgis, where the Selective Service Board met, and I 

registered with them. That led me then, in the summer of 1942, to consider 

different alternatives of the Air Force or the Army or the Navy. I concluded 

the Navy was the place for me to go.  

The Navy would allow me to join the V-7 program, which was 

designed to prepare officers for the Navy by having them graduate from 

college. The Navy wanted educated men for its officers. The Navy was a class 

society, and officers were set apart and above the crewmen. If you look back 

to sailing days, you can understand what a great difference that might have 

been, socially, culturally, educationally, in every way. At any rate, I wanted 

the opportunity to complete college, which the Navy offered in the V-7 

program.  

I signed up for that, passed the physical in the summer of ô42 and was 

accepted. My vision was thirty-thirty. The doctor looked at my arms. He said, 

ñYou know, your arms arenôt quite straight.ò And they arenôt. Thatôs probably 

why I couldnôt pitch a ball very well. At any rate, I said, ñI pitched lots of 

loads of hay.ò I might even have said, ñéand manure, (both laugh) and it 
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never bothered me. It never restricted my activity.ò He smiled and said, ñItôs 

okay.ò (laughs) He also said I had a slight murmur in my heart. He said, 

ñWell, lots of people have that. That probably wonôt make any difference, 

either.ò And it hasnôt. Iôm ninety now, so Iôve lived with it all my life. 

DePue: I wanted to ask a quick question. 

Yeager: Yes? 

DePue: You said that you signed that petition during the time that Germany and 

Europe were at war, and you said, ñWe donôt want to be part of their war.ò 

After Pearl Harbor, did that change your thoughts about whether or not we 

should be fighting in Europe as well? 

Yeager: Oh, it made a big difference, of course. Yes, I would say that, by the end of 

my junior year, there were very few of us who were able-bodiedðphysically 

qualifiedðand were not pre-ministerial or premedical students, who were still 

on the campus. By the time I left the college (laughs), there was hardly 

anybody left who was not 4-F or headed for the ministry and had a deferment 

or headed for medical school. So, it made a world of difference in our attitude, 

to realize that, well, it really was our war.  

DePue: Well, thereôs one advantage to those kind of demographics on a college 

campus. I would think now, youôre a minority. There are a lot more women on 

campus than men. Would that be correct? 

Yeager: Yes.  

DePue: Which isnôt necessarily a bad thing, is it? 

Yeager: No, but that one semester, there were a lot of Air Force men too. 

DePue: Was there an Air Force ROTC program there? 

Yeager: There was an Air Force cadet program, yes. I think, just for one semester. Iôm 

not sure why they didnôt come back, but we had to move out of the menôs 

dorm anyway.  

DePue: How closely were you following the events of the war while you were still at 

Macalester? 

Yeager: Pretty closely. I did not have a radio. I did not take a newspaper. But there 

were lots of newspapers around, and, as students, we talked a lot among 

ourselves about what was going on.  
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DePue: Well, Iôm sure that you were an excellent student. Youôve already told us 

about the very involved work schedule you had and some of the 

extracurriculars as well. Did that leave any time for any kind of a social life 

for you? 

Yeager: Some, yes. I didnôt date very much, partly because of money. Like I said, 

money was a major problem. But also, I had very little time. I knew I had to 

do well. Each time I went to a new environmentðFor example, I went to 

Newell and then went to collegeðI wondered how I could manage, whether I 

could hold my own, whether I could compete. That was certainly true when I 

got to college. Well, at the end of the year, I found that I was tied with a 

young woman for number one in the class, and I maintained my number one 

standing throughout college. I was able to compete.  

I was in a freshman biology class, with eighty other students, many of 

them premedical students. We took a special test in biology. I scored higher 

than anyone else in that class, including the premeds. That rather amazed me. 

Well, I didnôt know until the end of the year, really, how well I had done. But 

I felt I had to keep up (laughs) the pace, so I often worked until 11:00 or 12:00 

at night. Sometimes I would take a cold shower to wake up, so I could study 

another hour. Iôd wake up early in the morning and put in another hour to 

study. I learned how to use my time very effectively.  

  But I did go to social functions. I had a date for the homecoming 

dance, which is the big social event of the year. My upper-class counselor 

arranged a date for me with a senior student, Lucy Buck. I had invited a 

freshman student, Marnie Buck, but she already had a date. My friend Virg 

said, ñWell, she has an older sister, Lucy, whoôs a senior.ò So, I called Lucy, 

and she accepted. We had a very nice time. She was very pleasant and 

(laughs) didnôt pull rank on me. (DePue laughs) We dated a few other times 

and went to a movie once or twice, but usually Iôd stop by her house. Her 

family lived on the edge of the campus, and sheôd invite me over for an hour 

or so. But, when I came back after Christmas, I decided I really had to 

concentrate on study. So, I didnôt date for a long time.  

DePue: Well, I know that there was one other young lady, at leastðand this might 

have been in your junior yearða young lady by the name of Natalee 

Carlanderð 

Yeager: Yes, yes. 

DePue: écaught your eye.  

Yeager: (laughs) Yes.  
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DePue: Iôm going to read this quote that was from page nineteen. Itôs a very short 

quote. Then, Iôll turn it over to you, and you can tell us more about that. This 

is, maybe, quite a while before you actually went out on a date with her. ñI 

remember thinking that Natalee was a very nice girl. But she was clearly out 

of my class, and I did not expect to date her.ò 

Yeager: Well, that was because I got to know a little bit about her. She was starting her 

freshman year, when I was starting my junior year. I knew her older sister, 

Beth, who was a senior and a year ahead of me. I didnôt know her well. I 

never dated her. Well, I met Natalee at a freshman mixer, just before the 

college year started, and I knew that she was Bethôs sister. I knew also that 

they lived in Minneapolis. And, just to get to Minneapolis, meant two 

streetcar tokens, and itôd mean two coming back. 

If I invited her for a date to go to a movie, that would mean four 

streetcar tokens to go to the movie and back and maybe a treat afterwards. I 

simply didnôt have the money to do it, and I didnôt have the time, really. So, I 

never really considered and even thought about dating Natalee in that first 

year.  

 Things had changed considerably the next year. She was living on 

campus, in the home-ec [economics] house. I invited her for the homecoming 

dance. This now was in my senior year, her sophomore year. We had a 

wonderful time, but I, in the meantime, had reflected on it and decided I 

would not become romantically involved with a young woman at that stage.  

I had friends who had girlfriends. I thought theyôd rushed into 

marriage. They maybe had a weekend, sometimes a week, with a wife and 

then would go overseas. In some cases, that person never came back. So he 

would leave a widow, and, potentially, he would also leave an orphan or a 

fatherless child, not an orphan. I did not want that situation.  

But, as I became better acquainted with Natalee, I (laughs) decided she 

was the kind of girl that I really wanted to be in touch with, and I told her so. 

But I also told her I did not want to develop any formal or definite 

engagement at that stage, until the war was over, and she agreed with that. 

DePue: Would it be fair to say that you were smitten? 

Yeager: (laughs) I was.  

DePue: (laughs) Who went first? Were you... 

Yeager: Oh, I think I did. (laughs) 

DePue: (laughs) What was it about Natalee that you were so attracted to? 
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Yeager: Well, I knew that she was a good student. She was intelligent. I knew that she 

was very nice and just had very nice social manners and attitudes. She was 

pleasant. She was fun to be with. She was, for me, a good dancer. I was not a 

particularly good dancer myself, but she was a good dancer.  

It happened that I was on campus during that winter break, and Coach 

Primrose saw me one afternoon and said, ñWhy donôt you come to my house 

for New Yearôs Eve?ò Well, this house was about half a block from the 

campus, and so I went over. And there was the Carlander family. Iôd never 

met her parents before nor her older brother, who was dating a Primrose 

daughter. Natalee was there and Beth. So, that alerted me to the possibilities, 

and I invited Natalee to go to the Snow Ball, a dance right after Christmas. 

Again, we had a wonderful time. The final dance of the evening at the college 

that year was Hoagy Carmichaelôs ñStardust.ò Well, we had a very nice time, 

so I arranged, probably the next night, to walk her home from the library.  

I was working at the library evenings, and she was studying at the 

library. So, when the library closed, I would walk her home to the home-ec 

house. When that semester ended, as it did at the end of January, I was now 

finished with school, but she was not. She moved to live with her older 

brother, Kenneth, and his wife in an apartment near the campus. So, I no 

longer had to worry about getting to Minneapolis to see her, and I saw her 

practically every night from then on, until I went into the service. So I was 

smitten hard. (both laugh) Then we held fast to the fact that we would not 

make any formal arrangement until later on. 

DePue: To include, saying that you were not engaged at that time? 

Yeager: We were not engaged at that time. We did not become engaged until after I 

had been back and weôd seen each other two or three times, after the war 

ended. 

DePue: Was there any discussion about whether or not each of you would see other 

people? 

Yeager: I mentioned that very early, and in our correspondence, I said to Natalee that I 

wanted her to be free to see other people. She wrote back and said she did not 

plan to do so, and, as far as I know, she did not date after that. 

DePue: And your options for seeing other people were (laughs) rather limited, while 

you were in the military, Iôm sure. 

Yeager: Well, right.  

DePue: I want to read one other passage in here, and this is page twenty. This is 

relatively early in the relationship, but I want to get just some more thoughts 
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on what youôve written here. ñI was well aware of a very wide social gap 

between us. As Professor Mary Gwen Owen reminded me in speech class, 

there was still a lot of South Dakota in me. Natalee did not give any hint that 

she was sensitive to the difference. She would not have known, at the time, 

that my parents were divorced, that my father had essentially abandoned the 

family and that my mother had remarried and now had three sons by her 

second marriage.  

ñI avoided, when possible, saying that my parents had been divorced. I 

would say that my mother had remarried and that my father had died in an 

auto accident when I was about twelve. That was the truth, but not the whole 

truth, since my mother had divorced my father and had remarried before my 

father died. In those days, there was some social stigma to divorce, perhaps 

more in a rural community than among city people.ò Was that a big concern 

for you? 

Yeager: Yes, it was a real concern. I left out one important meeting with Natalee. Iôd 

met her at the mixer. A few days later, Myles Clarkða year ahead of með

called me and said, ñWhy donôt we go over to Minneapolis and see the 

Carlander sisters?ò This was a Sunday. I could be free that afternoon, and I 

said, ñSure, letôs do that. So letôs call them.ò Well, Myles called the Carlander 

home, and Beth answered and said, ñWell, the folks arenôt here, but Natalee 

and I are here. Why donôt you come over?ò So Myles Clark and I went over to 

see the Carlander sisters. He brought along his phonograph and his calypso 

records, which were a lot of fun, and we had a very nice time with the 

Carlanders.  

But I was impressed by their home. Later, I realized this was pretty 

typical of a middle-class home, but to me, coming in from the country, so to 

speak, it looked like a very substantial...Well, it was well-built. I soon learned 

that they had a very strong family life. So, it just seemed to me there was a 

real gulf between our experiences and that we just wouldnôt match. Later, I 

guess, maybe Iôd become enough socialized that I was bold enough to think, 

ñWell, itôs worth a try.ò (laughs) And fortunately, Natalee was willing to 

respond.  

DePue: That gets us, basically, through your college years. When did you graduate? 

Yeager: I finished my college experience in mid-year. I had gone to summer school the 

summer before. Iôd taken forty-one hours in my junior year, knowing that time 

might be short. So I had enough credits, and I had completed all the 

requirements for the various courses by the time I had completed one semester 

of the senior year. So, I finished all the college requirements by the end of 

January, 1944. 

DePue: Was that your decision, or was the Navy impatient for you to finish? 
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Yeager: The Navy was impatient. They really wanted me to come in the fall, prior to 

this. But I had accepted a position as the president of the Community Council, 

which is students, faculty, and staff, who combined to deal with community 

issues and concerns. It was a major responsibility, and I had accepted it, 

thinking I would have the semester. Well, I wrote to the Navy and said this is 

the case. ñI would really like to finish out the semester.ò They agreed to it.  

Well, later, Bob Hoodða good friend in the same boat that I was inð

decided, ñWell, weôd better go. Everybody else is going. Weôd better go, too.ò 

(laughs) Well, then the Navy didnôt want us. They said, ñNo, weôve already 

filled that position.ò So, we got to finish the semester. I missed the actual 

graduation exercise, which was in May. I was a thousand miles away, at the 

north end of Lake Champlain in Plattsburg, New York, at Navy Midshipmenôs 

School. So, I missed that graduation. 

DePue: Okay, just a couple of other questions, then, for today, to finish that up. Did it 

bother you that you missed the graduation ceremony? Did you regret that? 

Yeager: I regretted it, but I was caught up with the Navy at that point and studying 

very hard. I wondered too, when I got into the Navy, whether I could compete. 

Well, I didnôt know, until the commissioning day when we graduated, that I 

ranked seven out of more than eighteen hundred. So, I found I could compete 

there too. 

DePue: Well, weôll get into a lot more about that in the next session. But, what did 

your mother think about you going into the Navy? 

Yeager: She was quite willing and favored it. My older brother had already gone into 

the Army, and she accepted that. 

DePue: Was he an officer? 

Yeager: He became one. Apparently my mother suggested to him that he apply for 

Officer Candidate School. So, I think she (laughs) was on the lookout. 

ñWhatôs the best thing for my son?ò ñWell, he ought to be an officer.ò He was 

well-qualified. He spent, I think, about three and a half years of his high 

school experience in Faith, working in the printing office. He learned to 

become a linotype operator, and he learned a lot about publishing a newspaper 

in that process. He took typing and shorthand. He became very good at that, 

and that stood him in good stead, when he became a newspaper reporter, after 

the war.  

So, he had a lot of qualifications when he went into the service, and he 

also had a couple of years of college behind him. He went to Officer 

Candidate School and, because of his fine record there, he was named an aide 



Iver Yeager  Interview # VR2-A-L-2012-032.02 

56 

to Major General Harry Hazlett, who was the commanding officer of the 

training school in Georgia, where they prepared the troops for going overseas.  

DePue: Well, I know Fort Benning was the head of the infantry school. 

Yeager: Okay, well, this man was the commander in charge of that. Anson was his 

aide, and they made a trip together, with some others, to Europe. I think they 

saw the Anzio beachhead, when it was still a hot place. Anson had that 

position for about a year and a half.  

DePue: How did Natalee feel about you going into the Navy and about military 

service in general? 

Yeager: She did not object. It was really the expected thing, unless a person had a 

conscientious objection to war or was headed for the ministry or medical 

school. Then, military service was the expected and accepted thing.  

DePue: Okay. 

Yeager: Iôm sure that she had some concern about whether Iôd ever come back. I did 

too. Thatôs why I didnôt want to have too formal a relationship. 

DePue: January of 1944. Itôs still a very hot war.  

Yeager: Oh, yes.  

DePue: Well, I think this is a good place for us to finish today, unless you have some 

final comments to wrap things up. 

Yeager: I am finished. (both laugh) 

DePue: Thanks very much, Iver. 

Yeager: Youôre very welcome, Mark. I appreciate your courtesy and your helpfulness. 

DePue: Well, I look forward to the next session. 

 (end of interview) 
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DePue: Today is Thursday, July 26, 2012. My name is Mark DePue, the director of 

oral history with the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library, and Iôm here 

today for my second session in Jacksonville, Illinois, with Iver Yeager. Good 

morning, Iver. 

Yeager: Good morning, Mark. 

DePue: We had an excellent conversation last time, and even though Iôm putting this 

in our Veterans Remember series, we hardly mentioned the military at all. It 

was all about your experiences growing up in western South Dakota and going 

to school at Macalester College and some very interesting insights in those 

periods.  

Now, what I thought Iôd start with here is kind of picking up at a 

comment that you had made, towards the end of our last interview, where you 

had signed a petition, but then the war started. You elected not to apply for 

conscientious-objector status, but there were people that you went to school 

with there who did. I wonder if you can tell us a little bit about what happened 

to some of those people. 

Yeager: Well, one of them, who was a good friend, was named John Moll. He was a 

very conscientious person, and, as an alternative service, he volunteered to be 

in an experiment at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. In that 

experiment, the purpose was to determine how much people could study when 




