
A Grandfather’s 
Learning Adventures
Memoirs of John Martin Ramsay

Revision ©3/9/12, Saint Louis, MO by John M. Ramsay



Table of Contents

Chapter 1.     What Do You Remember From School?! 2

Chapter 2.     Paradise in Pennsylvania! 8

Chapter 3.     Ashland, Slippery Rock, and Indianola! 12

Chapter 4.     From City Slicker to Country Boy! 19

Chapter 5.     Off to College! 29

Chapter 6.     Sophomore Year! 34

Chapter 7.     Junior and Senior Years! 46

Chapter 8.     1-A, Fit to Kill! 57

Chapter 9.     The Start of a Career! 87

Chapter 10.    Influenza! 97

Chapter 11.    Changes Astir! 100

Chapter 12.    We Join a Commune! 104

Chapter 13.    Public School Teacher! 111

Chapter 14.    A Personal Story! 119

Chapter 15.    She Was A Diamond In The Rough! 123

Chapter 16.    Highlander Folk School! 130

Chapter 17.    The John C. Campbell Folk School! 134

Chapter 18.  The Dear Little Lambs! 144

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 1! 3/9/12



Chapter 19.  Going Behind the Iron Curtain! 152

Chapter 20.  The Separation of Church and State! 159

Chapter 1.     What Do You Remember From School?

It is probably a good thing they made me repeat the 11th grade.  If they hadn’t, I would 

have been but 16 when I went to college.  This is the story of my adventures with formal and 

informal education.

I started first grade in 1936 at  Franklin Elementary School in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania.  

We lived at 48 East Garrison Street, a duplex with two rooms downstairs and two up, shotgun 

fashion, and  just a couple of blocks from the school.  My older sister, Patricia, attended the same 

school and I suppose I walked to and from school with her for my first year.  We must also have 

walked home for lunch, too, because there were no school lunch programs back in those days.  

Patty was two and a half years older than I and, a model sister.  She loved school so much that 

she played at being the teacher on weekends; her three brothers were her class and when cousins 

were visiting they were roped in also.

Cousins Blondie (with cat) and Helen May (bow in hair) with Patty 
at desk, John in rocker, and Bill Ramsay in the backyard at 48 E. 

Garrison Street, Bethlehem PA
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I remember my first grade teacher, Miss Feldman.  She was kind, pretty,  and a friend of 

my mother.  Perhaps they had gone to school together at Moravian College for Women.  Patty 

tells me she thinks Miss Feldman was a special friend of Father and that Mother was a bit 

sensitive about that relationship.  For whatever reason, Miss Feldman took a special interest in 

our family.  My brothers followed me to Franklin and also had her as their first grade teacher.

I remember liking first grade and practicing careful penmanship using the Palmer 

method, both on lined paper and on the blackboard.  Miss Feldman’s series of O’s and I’s were 

always so perfect; I tried my best but with only moderate success.

Looking back, it is interesting to note that the good experiences are mostly hazy while the 

bad incidents remain quite clear.  Is this a human protection mechanism to help us learn from our 

mistakes? 

We had a substitute teacher one day, a Mr. Apple.  Midmorning, I had to go to the 

bathroom and raised my hand.  He ignored it for some time as I squirmed in my seat.  Finally, he 

peevishly asked, “What is it?”   I told him that I had to go to the bathroom.  He told me to wait 

until recess.  I couldn’t, and didn’t.  When we did line up in the hall at recess, I stood with my 

arms akimbo so that the other students wouldn’t discover that my pants were wet but they 

noticed anyway and I was sent home for dry clothes.  There were no such things as school 

busses.  These were the days of neighborhood schools and everyone walked to and from school 

and mothers were expected to be at home to tend to the needs of their children at any time.

I think it was in the second grade that I was detained after school one day because of 

some problem with my homework.  This had never happened to me before and must have 

bothered me considerably because when the janitor came in to empty the trash I emptied my 
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stomach in his bag as he came by my seat.  Perhaps it was this teacher who also would use a 

ruler to rap a student’s knuckles if they were not paying the desired attention.  For some reason, I 

can’t recall her name.

Our third grade teacher, Mrs. Williams, was very different from Miss Feldman.   She was 

thin, taut, and had a voice that matched.  However, she obviously liked children and was also a 

very good teacher.  Her method of discipline was to embarrass the student by calling him/her up 

to the front of the room, putting her arms around him/her, and singing an impromptu song about 

the problem.  We were very careful to be good.  We liked her and she was fun, but we didn’t 

want to sit on her lap and have her hug us in front of the rest of the class.

Somewhere about this time we were kept home for a few days because it was not safe to 

send us out.  Dad worked at Bethlehem Steel during these trying years of the Great Depression.  

He tried to help the plight of other working men and their families by organizing a credit union, a 

food coop, and a steelworkers union.  

Dad was elected president of the new Bethlehem local of the Steelworkers Organizing 

Committee (SWOC).  I remember the entire family spending several weekends stuffing and 

licking envelopes for a mailing to union members.  You must realize that there was great 

disparity between mill owners, management, and the common laborer.  Wages for workers were 

so low that basic necessities were difficult to cover while Eugene Grace, President of Bethlehem 

Steel, lived in a palatial home on a guarded hill.  In addition, conditions at the mill were often 

dangerous to the health and limbs of the workers.  Yet, if workers became ill or injured, they had 

nowhere to turn for help.   Initial Social Security legislation began in 1935 when I was five years 

old.

When negotiations between the Union and Bethlehem Steel for better treatment became 

tense and the mounted police were called in to keep the “workers in their place,”   there was also 

the possibility of goons being hired by the company to intimidate, threaten, harm, or even kill the 
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“troublemakers.”    Bethlehem Steel tried several ways to put Dad in his place.   Our family were 

not directly attacked but we were kept home from school a few times to protect us when things 

got dangerous.

At one time Dad was an Inspector at the mill and refused to pass on some faulty steel 

which was to be used in building the Golden Gate Bridge.  The foreman ordered Dad to pass the 

steel anyway and when Dad refused, he was demoted to work in the open hearth; I remember 

him coming home from the open hearth exhausted, late at night, with his hat scorched although 

Dad, leaving for work at 48 East Garrison Street, Bethlehem PA; 
PM, a New York daily, published a series “The Man Bethlehem 

Steel Couldn’t Buy” Vol 1:171 Feb 12, 1941; the photo was set-up 
for the article.
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there was snow on his overcoat.  Dad had to walk from our house to the mills across the Lehigh 

River.  We did not have a car.

The Ramsays are Scottish and we were raised as Presbyterians.  Our family went to the 

Northside Presbyterian Church partly because it was only a block from our house but also 

because we didn’t have enough dimes for a family of six to walk across the toll bridge to the 

Southside Presbyterian Church where Dad’s father, mother, eight sisters, one brother, and many 

steelworkers attended.  The irony is that Eugene Grace, President of Bethlehem Steel, also 

belonged to the Northside Church.

Dad was called in to meet with the deacons 

of the Northside Church and was formally asked to 

examine his associations with the “Godless, 

Communist labor union.”   Dad asked permission to 

excuse himself for a few minutes of private prayer 

in the hall.  When he returned he said,

“If this Church belongs to Eugene Grace, I 

will leave and not embarrass you any further. But, 

if it belongs to Jesus Christ, I intend to stay.” 

We stayed in the Church with great support 

from the pastor, Barney Eby, and his family.  But it 

seemed prudent during the most tense times for us 

to miss a few days of school.  By this time, Dad 

had been fired by Bethlehem Steel.  There was 

danger that we could be kidnapped or something although I can’t recall ever feeling in danger 

myself.  Surely, the Lindberg kidnapping of 1932 was still in people’s minds.  But, school was 
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mostly a good place where we learned the useful skills of reading, writing, and arithmatic.  “Run, 

Spot, run!”

 SWOC put Dad on the national union staff.  With this security  and help from a generous 

friend and scholar, Howard Alexander, we were able to buy a house and move out into the 

country on Route 60 between Bethlehem and Allentown.  This meant my first change of schools.  

I entered Miss Mashburn’s fourth grade class at Salisbury Township School in 1939.  That is 

where the next chapter will begin.

Howard Alexander with John, Mr Kleckner, Dick,Gertrude, Patty, and Bill and our new home in 
Fountain Hill PA
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Chapter 2.     Paradise in Pennsylvania

Theo and Lizzie Martin, my mother’s parents (pictured above 1st and 3rd from right), 

bought 13 acres of land near Bethlehem, Pennsylvania in preparation for retirement and called it 

Hidden Paradise.  That is where we got together for holiday gatherings.  But, Grandmother 

Martin died of a stroke while feeding the chickens in 1930 just before I was born and 

Grandfather Martin died in 1933, one of my earliest memories.  I remember him being very sick 

(tuberculosis) and that the house had to be kept dark and quiet.  After he died, Uncle Ed and Aunt 

Jenny remained at Hidden Paradise and raised their own family of eight children there.  They 

always had a big garden— the reason I developed a taste for fresh “truck”  (vegetables) from a 

garden:  Swiss chard, Patty Pan squash, new potatoes, and yellow wax beans; there were 

Concord grapes, a special tart heritage apple— juicy and lightly spicy— and slaw from fresh 

cabbage. 
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As an aside, we helped Uncle Ed peddle the apple crop one fall.  The back of the truck 

was filled with bushels of apples and children.  We were left to watch over the apples while 

Uncle Ed made a delivery.  An elderly  man (at least it seemed to us as children that he was old) 

came by and asked how much the apples were.  I don’t recall the price, maybe 50 cents a bushel.  

He thought the price was too cheap, and said, “Tell that man he’s clazy!”  Perhaps he had a 

Yiddish accent— I don’t think it was Pennsylvania Dutch.   But he didn’t buy any!  It tickled us 

to hear a ‘funny’ accent from a man who wouldn’t buy a bargain when he had the chance.  We 

still laugh about it—  “Tell that man he’s clazy!”  

The point of this chapter is to provide some clue as to why the son of a steelworker 

became a farmer.  I loved our move from the cramped duplex in Bethlehem out into the country.  

Our house on Route 60, between Bethlehem and Allentown, was our little bit of paradise where 

Barbara Riffe, Patty 
Ramsay, and Hooker Riffe 
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we could have a garden and chickens.  There were even apple trees (not ours) in which we 

played at being sea captains spying from the main mast in the tops of the trees or played house 

under the canopy of branches when cousin Grace came to visit.  We walked to school and must 

have taken our lunches with us.  Every few days we took a two gallon milk pail with us and 

stopped by Knechts’ dairy farm for fresh milk on the way home.  

Our school was the Salisbury Township Elementary 

School.  The country children had a special sweet-sour 

smell about them.  Many only took baths on Saturday night 

and were smelling ‘sweeter’ by Friday.  Our teacher was 

the unforgettable Miss Mashburn.  She was round, plump, 

and effervescent.  Some of the children responded to the 

effervescence by lowering their own reserves.  Someone 

must have released a silent fart.  “Who made that smell?” 

she demanded.   Getting no answer, she proceeded to go up 

and down the rows sniffing down the back of every shirt.  

She didn’t detect the culprit.

There was a redheaded music teacher, Miss Meece.  She was tall and skinny.  Tales about 

her have become quite real to me although I don’t think they happened in my presence.  Once, 

while directing a particularly vigorous piece of music, her panties came down to her ankles.  She 

simply stepped out of them, kicked them under the teacher’s desk, and never missed a beat.  

Another time when she went to raise the window shade, the string slipped out of her hand, 

snagged her red wig, and took it up to the top of the window.  She had gray hair!

Are these incidents a reflection of country versus city culture or did our interests become 

more earthy as we went through the fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh grade?  

In those days, we had only one teacher per grade.  She or he taught all subjects except 

music.  I had Miss Musselman in the sixth grade, if I recall correctly.  She was as tough as her 

Dicky, Billy, and Johnny— 
that sweet/sour country look!
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name, not lovable, but competent enough.  I don’t recall what we studied but do recall Freddie 

exposing himself while Miss Musselman had her back to us while writing on the blackboard.  He 

did it twice without being caught.

At the start of the seventh grade, our class was segregated with the girls going to a 

biology class with one of the female teachers and the boys going to class with Mr. Seckler.  We 

were aware that this was some big deal.  Mr. Seckler proceeded to tell us about the sex life of the 

salmon—  the female swims upstream to her own birthplace, 

makes a nest in the pebbles and lays her eggs in the nest.  Then 

the male comes and releases his sperm over the eggs so that 

they become fertilized.  We were left on our own to make the 

connection between salmon and human.  It was probably as 

good a way to teach sex education as any.  At least the subject 

was shown to be worthy of official school attention and was not 

taboo, or swept under the rug.  By age 11, our culture had 

already imposed enough negative hang-ups about sex.  Our 

parents were openly affectionate but didn’t go beyond a kiss of 

greeting or a goodbye kiss—sex was not something we talked 

about.  But, Mother saw to it that we boys helped Uncle Ed 

take his cow off to get bred by the neighbor’s bull.
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Chapter 3.     Ashland, Slippery Rock, and Indianola

After Christmas 1942, we moved from Route 60 (Salisbury Township, PA) and headed 

for Ashland, Kentucky.  We took that marvelous Pennsylvania turnpike going west, and visited 

our great aunts, Alice and Sadie in Johnstown, PA enroute.  The morning of New Year’s Eve we 

headed south to Ashland.  There had been lots of rain and now the weather had turned cold. We 

were soon engulfed in a terrific blizzard. 

 

You can imagine the carload:   Dad was driving, mother was sitting with him in the front 

seat with one of us squeezed in between the two of them on the bench-type seat— bucket seats 

came in much later.  The other three children and Boots, our puppy, were in the back seat of the 

1936 Buick along with most of our personal belongings— the furniture was shipped by moving 

van.  Cars back then had heaters but not the climate control of today’s cars.  There was one vent 

under the dashboard.  We all wore our winter jackets and had blankets to snuggle into.  Each one 

of us made a cocoon to envelope us amongst the clutter.  In a way, it was cozy, but also 

confining.  Moisture from our breaths condensed on the windows and everything felt damp.  We 

entertained ourselves making drawings on the fogged up windows or playing tic-tac-toe— which 

sometimes led to emotional outbursts from a sore looser, especially when the winner gloated or 

needled.  Dad had a hard time peering through the snow and foggy windows to the whitening 

road ahead while Mother tried her best to keep us content;  the troublemaker probably was 

placed between her and Dad.  There were no such things as seat belts.

We expected to cross the Ohio river at Wheeling but the bridge was closed due to flood 

waters.  We took a narrow West Virginia road over the mountains to Bellaire which had a high 

bridge.  There were no guard rails as the road twisted up, down, and around the hills.  At one 

point we were forced to turn around and retrace our steps because of the flood waters on the back 

road.  It turned dark before we got to Bellaire.  I don’t recall more of that trip.  Perhaps I finally 

went to sleep.
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In Ashland, Mother immediately enrolled her three sons in Compton Elementary School, 

and Patty, my sister, in Harris High School.  I remember the principal at Compton telling mother, 

“Compton is a very fine school.  Don’t be surprised if your children find school difficult and 

have some catching up to do.”   Within a couple of weeks our teachers realized that we were way 

ahead of the other students and all three of us– Bill, Dick, and I– were advanced one grade.  

Suddenly I was halfway through the eighth grade!

I especially liked geometry.  I liked its logic.  I liked posing theorems and developing 

proofs.  The teacher had us make three-dimentional geometric figures from paper. The subject 

gave structure to the universe.  I needed that structure because I was already somewhat mystified 

by Presbyterian catechism which talked about God as a Spirit, which sounded quite void and 

formless to me.  At that point  I decided that I would like to be a geometry teacher.

Our lovely home on Oak Ave. in Ashland, KY on 
the Ohio River;. we could rollerskate “from 

Kentucky to Ohio,” we wrote to our Pennsylvania 
cousins when spring came.
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We only stayed in Ashland until school was out.  Dad had been helping organize the 

steelworkers at Armco.  The election was soon over.  I don’t remember if the union won or not 

but I do remember Mother in tears after being frozen out by the “dear”  ladies of the church when 

they found out that her husband was not only pro-union but was helping to organize the workers.  

It is the only time I remember Mother crying.

Dad located Staughton’s Beach, a campground near Slippery Rock, Pennsylvania, and 

moved us there for the summer.  We were joined by several of the other United Steelworkers of 

America staff (the Bob Halls, at least, perhaps the Riffe’s).  That was a glorious summer.

Dick, Bill, Patty, Dad, John, 
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We boys spent most of the summer in our swimming trunks.  Dad bought us a handmade 

“duck”  boat.  It was a hybrid boat with a flat bottom but pointed at both ends like a canoe and a 

cowl at each end like a kayak.  The 

person on the seat at the rear cowling 

could paddle the boat like in a canoe.  

The person in the center could either sit 

on a crossbeam or on the floor using a 

plywood backrest against the crossbeam 

and row with regular oars and oarlocks.  

A third boy could crouch on the floor in 

the front of the boat.  

I remember John Riffe, a very large man, gallantly handing 

his wife Rose into the boat and then stepping in himself to take her 

boating.  He didn’t step into the centerline and the boat simply and 

logically responded by spinning on its axis and dumped both of 

them into Slippery Rock Creek.

There was a roller skating rink at Stoughton’s Beach.  I can’t 

remember ever skating there although we had skated when we lived 

in Ashland.  We three boys frequented the territory of the rink 

scouting for soda-pop bottles.  At that time, they were made of glass 

and there was a deposit on each.  We collected enough bottles at the 

rink and alongside the roads to fund our snacks at the country store

—we bought pop, of course!

John in Slippery Rock Creek.

John and Rose Riffe with 
Johanna in front of our 
cottage at Staughton’s 

Beach.
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In the fall we moved to Columbus, Ohio and rented a house on Frambes Avenue east of 

High Street within walking distance of Indianola Junior High School.  Indianola was one of the 

first (if not the first) junior high schools in the United States.  It was a good school and I did well 

there.  My second semester I became a TIC, Traffic Indianola Cop and got to wear their patrol 

belt and badge.  Perhaps I directed kids across the street arriving to and leaving from school; I 

don’t remember the duties, just the honor.  

 I liked my biology class with Mrs. Kyle; we dissected a frog and a worm.  It was my first 

lab experience and we had a workbook which contained projects.  Learning new things this way 

was fun and interesting.  Indianola teachers were competent. 

 I sang alto in a male quartet at Indianola; we sang the Erie Canal.  Bill and I got further 

musical training at the Indianola Presbyterian Church.  Mr. Herman Gunther was the youth 

director and choir leader.  He practiced us in singing “Ku ee fa fa, ku ee fa fa, ku ee fa fa…”  up 

the scale and then down again.  He wanted to train our diaphragms.  I can still remember most of 

the words from Gladys Rich’s “An American Lullaby” which we sang:

Hushabye my sweet little baby and don’t you cry any more

Daddy has gone to his work in the city to keep the wolf from the door

Nursey will raise the window shade high

So you can see the cars going by

Home in a hurry each daddy will fly

To a baby like you.

Go to sleep my dear little baby and close those baby blue eyes

Mommy has gone to her weekly bridge party to win her wee baby a prize

Nursey will turn the radio on

So you can hear a sleepytime song

Sung by a lady whose poor heart must long

For a baby like you.  
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 My parents gave me the chance to buy a new pair of shoes which would be initiated as I 

walked across the stage at the actual graduation ceremony from Indianola.  We went to 

something like a shoe barn and I selected a pair of casual oxfords in burnt-orange soft leather.  It 

was rather daring to wear such colorful shoes but I was very fond of them and they were very 

comfortable.  They weren’t, however, suitable to wear to church.

Graduation from Indianola was a big deal.  We had a yearbook and a party.  Each 

graduate was presented with a card personalized with the student’s yearbook picture; mine was 

mounted atop a drawing of a zoot-suited, Frank Sinatra-like, crooning figure leaning into a 

microphone.  
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Chapter 4.     From City Slicker to Country Boy

In contrast to the good year at Indianola Junior High School, the following years in the 

city would be difficult for me.  Just four days after my thirteenth birthday, nearing the end of my 

good year at Indianola, my grandfather, William Ramsay, died in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania at 

age 72.  Mother and Dad went up for the funeral and left us four children at home alone.  We 

were deemed old enough to take care of ourselves and the house for a few days; Patty was 15, I 

(Johnny) was 13, Billy was 11, and Dicky was 9.  I was left in charge of the furnace.

It must have been a cold April (or maybe my parents’ absence wasn’t for Grandpa’s 

funeral but on some other date for some other responsibility).  I loaded the furnace with coal 

before we headed off the few blocks to the Indianola Presbyterian Church on Sunday morning.  

Realizing that I had overdone it and the furnace was heating up too much, I shoveled ashes on 

top of the coal to cool things off.  As Sunday School was ending, we heard a siren from a fire 

truck.  Patty and I decided we should go home and check on our house.  It was quite a relief to 

catch a glimpse of the roof, apparently undisturbed, as we came down a back alley.  But we 

continued, just to be sure.  What a shock to see a ladder up the side of the house, hoses draped 

over the ground and firemen scurrying around.  A neighbor had seen smoke from the fire and 

called the fire truck.  They also reported to the firemen that there were four children inside and 

the parents had gone off for a few days.  The firemen put up a ladder to the bedroom window, 

broke it, and entered to find us.  They went from top to bottom, but all they found was a litter of 

Boots’s puppies in the basement.  They got the fire out quickly, but everything suffered smoke 

and water damage.  My birth certificate was scorched and my violin came out with ashes all over 

the case.  All of the puppies had died of smoke inhalation except for Douglas and we nursed him 

for several days until he, too, died.

I was not entirely to blame.  The exhaust pipe was full of soot and had not been cleaned 

out for a very long time (if ever). It was like a dirty gun already loaded.  In fact, the pipe 

exploded near the furnace and the fire went from the furnace right up the center of the house to 
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the attic.  Patty and I waited outside, by the side of the house;  adults must have taken care of 

contacting Mother and Dad.  The Wishards, friends from MRA (Moral Rearmament), took the 

entire family to their home until we could locate another house to rent.  For a few months, we 

rented a house on Frambes west of Neil Avenue next door to my parent’s friend, Della Maddox, 

a Language teacher at Catholic High School.

What with changing homes, changing schools, the trauma of the fire, and the physical and 

emotional challenges of puberty, I guess it isn’t any wonder that the next years were difficult.

North High School in Columbus, Ohio was about 4 miles from the rented home south of 

High Street a few blocks from Ohio State University.  When the weather was OK, Patty and I 

could ride bicycles– I believe Uncle Bob Hofstetter gave his old skinny-tired bike to me; Patty 

got a new, cushiony, balloon-tired bike with clever “knee action”  springs for the front wheel.   

Most of the winter we rode the trolley-bus.  There were no children from our new neighborhood 

who went to North High School.  Bill and Dick were still in junior high.

Without friends, I took less interest in school.  Bill, Dick, and I spent a lot of time 

building model airplanes from kits at home and even designed our own planes.  We took jobs as 

paperboys.  Soon we were also collecting coins, sorting through the weekly collection from each 

customer on our paper routes.  We searched our cash collections for rare coins and replaced them 

before rolling up the income for the station master.  We bought a coin book and sold some coins 

to a dealer up on High Street.  We went even further and started buying rolls of pennies from one 

bank, going through them, replacing any valuable ones, and then rolling them again in rolls of 

fifty to take back to— another bank!  Somehow we had the feeling that we were doing 

something wrong and shouldn’t be going through the pennies if we if we didn’t really need them 

as cash.  But when the one bank was running short of pennies, they put a stop to it.  
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Delivering papers was a demanding job.  We delivered our routes after school every day 

and on Saturday afternoons.  Sunday deliveries were made in the wee hours of the morning; 

those Sunday papers were large and heavy— one boy could not carry all 80-100 Sunday papers 

at one time.  I believe that within a year all three of us got enough new customers to win very 

nice wooden wagons which made Sunday deliveries easier.  

When President Roosevelt died, I was one of the boys out on the street hollering, “Extra! 

Extra! Read all about it.  President Roosevelt dies.”

Sometimes, when the weather was bad and Dad was out of town without the car, Mother 

would take us out to deliver the papers on Sunday morning.  It took a long time to deliver all 

three routes.  We boys often helped each other and learned each other’s routes in case one of us 

got sick.  One nasty Sunday, the three of us worked together to deliver all three routes; there had 

been a sleet storm.  It was not possible to use my bicycle, or drive.   So, we put on our ice skates 

and made a memorable morning of it pulling our wagons to central locations and skating from 

there to each house.

John Ramsay, age 15, 
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Customers were an interesting assortment.  Some were particular about where the paper 

should be placed; you never just threw the paper into a yard.  But for the special attention you 

were often given a nice reward, especially at Christmas.  

It was not always easy to make collections; people were often not at home or didn’t leave 

the money in the envelope in the door for you.  We had, of course,  to keep records of each 

customer’s payments and turn them in.  It all had to tally.  I had one lady who was several weeks 

behind in her payments.  She kept promising to “have the money next week.”   I kept delivering 

her paper.  Finally, I told her that I would not be able to deliver it anymore.  She pleaded with me 

and promised to have the money for her now sizable bill, “Next week.”   I delivered it one more 

week.  When I came to collect, her son was there with some fish he had caught in the Olentangy 

River for their supper.  She said they had no money for bread and could I lend them a quarter for 

a loaf of bread.  I did.  The next week she had moved out, probably for defaulting with her rent.  

I had to make it up to the Dispatch for her arrears.

School was all right and I had some very good teachers.   I especially liked chemistry lab 

where we could actually make things and not just read bout them in the textbook.  But, I carried 

the text into the lab beyond what our lab book prescribed.  I tried making silver by putting iron 

in silver nitrate, and making rubber cement by putting rubber tubing in carbon tetrachloride.  The 

silver came out black and flaky rather than bright and shiny.  The rubber cement didn’t work and 

caught on fire when I set it next to my Bunsen burner.  Mr. Paxton, the teacher, didn’t chastise 

me although I suspect that he knew that I was being experimental.  After all, he was the man 

who, in his own basement, had discovered that lead could be added to gasoline to make it 

antiknock.

Bill, Dick, and I found the Ohio State University chemistry lab dump down along the 

Olentangy River bottoms out near the Big Bear supermarket.  We outfitted a chemistry lab in our 

own basement with flasks, tubing, hoses, test tubes, and quite an array of chemicals scavenged 
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from the dump.  Once we were distilling water and got the apparatus going too fast.  The flask 

exploded.  How do boys ever survive the teenage years?

While in the 11th grade I took French.  Bill was in the same class– the first time we were 

both in the same class.  Our teacher, Mademoiselle LaVelle, was delightful.  She was a small but 

vivacious bundle of energy with a sparkle in her eyes and her voice.  She had written the text 

book.  In the back of the book was a seating chart from which we each selected a French name 

and thus our seat as well.  I chose Jean Pierre Bardon and sat up front.  We never spoke English 

in the class.  Mademoiselle LaVelle went around the room opening and closing doors and 

windows while repeating, “Mademoiselle LaVelle ouvre la porte,”   “Mademoiselle LaVelle 

ouvre la fenêtre,”  “Mademoiselle LaVelle fermez la porte,”  “Mademoiselle LaVelle fermez la 

fenêtre.”   I still use her technique as I teach English to foreigners today.  And I never leave out, 

“Mademoiselle LaVelle pusse le bouton,” as she turned out the lights.

I liked algebra, but I didn’t do my homework.  There were other things to do at home 

better than schoolwork.  We moved again, this time buying a house on 7th Avenue and I got my 

first D!  I’m sure this concerned my parents but don’t recall them scolding me.  I think that they 

were not sure how to handle a fifteen year old boy.  So, I was left to work out my own life’s 

problems.  Bill and I retreated to the crawl space under our kitchen and carved out our own 
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private hideaway there.  We bought hotplates so we 

could cook down there and have a place where we 

could be completely independent, at least in our own 

minds.  I wasn’t yet grown up– in fact I can see now 

that I was quite childish.

For the most part, I found city living trying.  I 

remember Bill and I making a litany out of “what 

shall we do, what shall we do?”    And so we got into 

mischief.  We were required to put stupid rubber 

bands around our Sunday papers.  The rubber bands 

were synthetic because real rubber went into the “war 

effort.”   The synthetic material was saggy, black, and 

rather weak.  We were given bags of them and 

detested them.  So, we looped them together into long 

chains and strung the chains across the sidewalks at 

neck level at dusk.  We thought it was funny to hear the cadence of a passerby’s footsteps 

suddenly stop and some sort of exclamation emitted.  

Bill, Dick and John on 7th Ave. ready to 
go to the Ohio State University polo 

fields to fly kites.
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At this time, paper milk cartons replaced glass 

milk jars, an early sign of the throwaway 

society to come.  We filled the useless paper 

cartons with water, went up into the attic and 

bombed people going by.  We also stationed 

one of us on each side of the street at dusk 

(dusk was our time out of school with nothing 

to do but escape from homework) and would 

rare back as if pulling a chain across the street 

when a car came by.  The drivers would usually 

screech on their brakes even though we had 

nothing in our hands.  Once we saw the 

silhouette of a police car against the dusky 

horizon as it braked and we hastily made a 

retreat down an alley.  I guess we were testing 

society and seeking our place in it.  

Living in a city was not for me.

In 1945, Dad was assigned to the Southern Drive of the C.I.O.  It seemed best to move to 

Georgia.  My mother could dress with the best of city society and play her part as a sophisticated 

woman, but she really preferred to be in working clothes out in the garden.  I think she 

influenced Dad to look for a farm.  Perhaps she, too, saw that city life was not the best place for 

teenage sons (she may have known more of what was going on than I realized).  They found an 

old farm of 125 acres 20 miles west of Atlanta at Lithia Springs.  The old farmhouse had a 

fireplace in each of the original four rooms.  The house was set up on pillars made of rocks 

s t a c k e d o n e o n t h e o t h e r . 

John (center) was 
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Skyland Farm near 

A dining room and kitchen addition rambled out the back of the original house.  There was a 

hole in the floor of each room, “Because,”  said Mrs. Hensley, the owner, “when I say scat, I 

mean scat!”   Chickens scratched and dusted under the house.  The pasture was covered with 

yellow flowers which Dad admired (Mrs. Hensley must have been smiling); they turned out to be 

bitterweed which turned milk bitter when cows ate it.  Cows also ate wild onions which flavored 

the milk so that not even chocolate could camouflage the “off”  flavor.  Dad was only a gentleman 

farmer.  We moved there in 1946.  

Mother, on the other hand, tackled Bermuda grass with her bare hands.  One of my 

fondest memories of her is heading out in a drizzle to grub the Bermuda grass from encroaching 

on her wonderfully productive garden because, as she said, when the ground was wet the 

pernicious rhizomes were easier to dig out.  She returned from the job all wet but her face was 

glowing.

We bought Skyland Farm, as Mother called it, and then she named the road Skyview 

Drive (at that time a washboard of red dirt).  It retains that name to this day.  Skyland Farm was a 

good place for us.  We had cows, sold milk, had chickens and sold eggs, raised watermelons, and 

kudzu.  Yes, kudzu!  The United States Department of Agriculture had been promoting the 
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Japanese import as “the salvation of Southern agriculture.”   It grew rapidly in any kind of soil, 

was palatable to cattle, and as nutritious as alfalfa.  A whole field of it had been planted on our 

farm.  It did have some problems, however:  it grew over fences, light poles, trees, houses, 

anything which got in its way; and its vines were not easy to mow, rake, or fork up into a barn 

loft.  However, once in the barn, the cows could get one end of a vine and gradually unravel the 

entire loft of its kudzu.

Dad kept accounts for the farm.  He organized a family cooperative and had visions of 

dividing up the profits among the “members.”   But the day the baby chicks arrived to be moved 

through his new “battery”–wire cages arranged into floors like some high-rise apartment, 25 

chicks put in at the penthouse level and demoted one floor at a time until they came out of the 

first floor as eight week old fryers– the day the first chicks arrived, Dad was called out of town.  

That summer and fall we spent every Friday after school, slaughtering 25 fryers, plucking them, 

and dressing them.  Saturday morning we peddled them wrapped in cellophane on a bed of ice in 

a washtub.  End of the year accounts showed no profit, but, Dad said, “We sure lived well.”

Dad was a much better artisan than farmer.  He underpinned the entire house and built a 

cellar under the kitchen.  He acquired the old, flat pews from the Lithia Springs Methodist 

Church when new, more comfortable ones were purchased. The superb two inch thick pine 

planks from the old pews made very substantial porch flooring around three sides of the house.  

Dad, the foreman, with 
Bill and John in 
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With mother’s gardening skills and Dad’s craftsmanship, Skyland Farm became another 

paradise.  The chores certainly kept me out of mischief.

At that time, Georgia public schools ended with the eleventh grade.  I had completed the 

eleventh grade in Columbus, but I had not graduated from high school.  Probably influenced by 

my poor showing at North High School, I repeated the eleventh grade and received my diploma 

from Douglas County High School.  Bill and I were in the same class.  We had Miss Burton for 

English, Miss Tapp for civics and/or history, and assorted other less memorable teachers.  But in 

the fall of 1947, I went off to Berea College while Bill stayed behind to finish twelfth grade in 

high school.  Georgia had added a twelfth grade.
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Chapter 5.     Off to College

Dad used to drive between Columbus, Ohio and Atlanta, Georgia on old Route 25 before 

we moved to Skyland Farm.  At that time, Route 25 went up on the Berea ridge in Kentucky, 

following that portion of Daniel Boone’s Wilderness Road.  In 1945, the road went right past 

Boone Tavern, a hotel owned by Berea College, and then made a right angle turn towards the 

west before heading south off of the ridge.  Dad stopped en route for lunch, perhaps for an 

overnight, or to visit Julia Allen, the Dean of Women at the College, whom he had met at the 

Hazen Conference as part of his work.  He was impressed with the College and told me about it.

“It is a small liberal arts school where everyone works; there is a Dean of Labor.  

It was started by John Gregg Fee, an abolitionist Christian preacher, before 

the Civil War.  It is non-sectarian and has as its motto, ‘God hath made of one 

blood all nations to dwell on the face of the earth”

I was interested in a small Christian school and found that Berea College gave, in 

addition to Bachelor of Arts degrees, Bachelor of Science degrees in agriculture, nursing, 

business, home economics, and industrial arts.  I was already leaning towards agriculture and so 

I applied.  Because of the opportunity (in fact the requirement) to work, I would be able to earn 

most of my expenses.  The cost was an important factor because my sister was already enrolled 

in Ohio State University and my two brothers were hot on my heels.  My father certainly would 

not be able to afford four children in college at the same time.  I was accepted even though 

Douglas County, the location of Skyland Farm, was one county out of the Appalachian counties 

from which the College, by design, selected 80% of its students.  I was one of the 20% out-of-

territory students chosen to add a broader influence to the student body.   I asked to be assigned 

to the dairy for my student labor position.

I was a bit apprehensive about leaving home and making it on my own.  What kind of 

men would I meet in the dormitory?  Would they really be Christians or would they be rough and 

unprincipled?  I was very shy at the time,  quite sensitive, and wanting to make my life count for 
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something.  I could have worked myself up into a terrible state of fear, but I was also so eager to 

fledge and try my own wings that I kept my fears under wraps.  In addition, it wasn’t easy to be 

under the shadow of my father whom I and so many others thought of so very highly.  What 

would life on my own be like?  You can imagine my dismay when I arrived on campus by train 

to find a picture of a nude woman on the floor and an empty beer bottle under the mattress.  My 

roommate was to be a sophomore and would not arrive for a week, until after freshman 

orientation.  I felt a bit of a homesick panic, yet,   I was determined to see my life unfold.  Joe 

Kraft, the roomate when he arrived, turned out to be a really fine person and the items in the 

room had been left by a summer student.. 

 

When I met the other new students, I 

found some that were just like me.  Willis 

Williams from West Virginia became a 

special friend.  He was also assigned to the 

dairy crew but was much more self-assured 

than I was.  He and I began exploring the 

campus the second or third evening when 

there was a bit of free time.  In the men’s 

gym, just across from Williams, the 

dormitory to which we were assigned, we 

chanced to look into the “small gym.”   A 

group of students were rehearsing some folk 

dances.  Two of them especially caught my 

eye; Badgett Dillard and Eula Jean Linden 

were whirling around in a “swing.”   It was 

lovely and the music was very tuneful.  I was captivated and knew that this was something for 

me.   Thus began a lifetime of English country dancing. Life so often turns on small chance 

events.

My dormitory room in Williams; Maurice Wesley 
was my roommate for a time and brother Bill 

later.  I made the lamp at Westervelt, the College 
woodshop for student and faculty projects.
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Willis and I inquired about the dancing and were told that the troupe, the Berea College 

Country Dancers, met on Friday nights at 6:30 in Dodge Gym located just behind Union Church.  

Willis, and I joined the dancers the next Friday night.  We were welcomed so cordially and given 

such wonderful attention that it set in motion a lifetime activity which quickly became dominant 

in my life.  The older girls “mothered”  us and taught us the steps and figures; prominent among 

the girls were Marbeth Peters, Ruby Yokum, and Irene Turner.  It wasn’t until the next year that I 

learned that students normally were required to try-out for the Country Dancers but that since 

Frank H. Smith, the Director, was doing field work in Nebraska that fall, we three fellows 

slipped in!

The dancers became my extended family.  Ruby was our mother and we new members 

were all brothers and sisters or, at least, cousins.  The custom of selecting a mother or father 

from among the older members and assigning them each an incoming dancer continues to this 

day.  But, we will pick up on that story at a later time.  For now we’ll go back to college!

During orientation we were given the Kuder Preference Test to help us decide which 

courses to take during our college days.  Mine put the arts way at the top of my list.  Agriculture 

was in the middle and clerical was at the bottom.  But, I knew that I was not talented enough to 

be an artist or musician.  I knew that I would not be able to make a living in those fields.  I had 

also scored very high in an achievement test in mathematics and felt that I could make a decent 

math teacher.  Accordingly, I decided to major in math.

My math teacher that first term was a Ms. Porter.  She was tall and a sweet old lady and 

had lively interests, but she was quite old, somewhat deaf, and even a bit senile.  I was kind to 

her and even helped her climb West Pinnacle on the College Mountain Day.  I got an A in the 

course.  But when she made a very simple error in addition on the blackboard during one class 

and either couldn’t hear us as we tried to correct her or was having one of her “senior moments,” 

I decided to major in agriculture– another example of a small chance event with huge directional 

implications.
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I was already working at the dairy.  I 

would get up at 4:00 am to walk down 

to the dairy barns, roust up the cows 

(and disturb sleeping meadow larks) 

out in the pasture field, the grass wet 

with dew—where the Berea 

Community School now sits.  I drove 

the cows down the road to the barn 

where each went to her own stall.  If 

one cow got in the wrong place, the 

rightful resident would usually butt her 

out.  Occasionally, I had to mediate 

disagreements.  Each cow had their 

name and number chalked in on a 

placard above their stanchion along 

with production and lactation information. After closing the stanchions, the crew had to feed 

silage and hay and measure out the proper amount of concentrate for each cow, the amount 

changing monthly depending on production.  We then milked the cows by machine and carried 

the pails of milk to the milkroom to pour the milk through the strainers into 10 gallon milk cans.  

Full cans had to be muscled up and into the waterbath cooler (10 gallons of milk weighs 86 

pounds, not counting the can).  When milking was finished, we had to disassemble, carefully 

wash and sterilize the machines, and then clean up the barn and either turn the cows out if the 

weather was suitable or put down fresh bedding during the winter.  All of this was done before 

breakfast.

Each person on the morning crew was given a half pint of milk.  I carefully saved my 

milk to take to breakfast at Talcott Hall because, put together with the half pint we got at 

breakfast, I was able to wash down unlimited pieces of toast to satisfy my ravenous appetite.  

Bill and John Ramsay on the morning crew at the 
Berea College dairy, 1949 
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One morning I remember eating 14 pieces of toast as well as the bowl of oatmeal and whatever 

fruit was doled out.  I was very thin and had a 29 inch waist even though I was 73.25 inches tall.  

I was amused at Roy Mills, a strapping fellow from West Virginia who was also majoring in 

agriculture, very politely getting nine bowls of oatmeal (also unlimited), one after the other; the 

amusing part was that he carefully wiped out his bowl and neatly arranged his silverware on his 

tray each time before he went back for a refill.

Lunch and dinner were family style with eight of us seated around round tables.  Each 

table got only one bowl of mashed potatoes or a platter with just eight pieces of meat.  We 

fellows made it a point to sit with our “sisters”  in the Country Dancers who didn’t have such 

robust appetites, and, about desert time, turn the discussion toward some sick cow whose milk, 

because of mastitis,  “looked just like that butterscotch pudding.”   We were pretty adept at 

getting enough to eat.

I couldn’t afford to go home for Thanksgiving but was home for Christmas.  I was happy 

to go back to school after the holiday to complete the spring semester.  I remember being amazed 

in May that I had already completed “one fourth of my college days.”  Time was speeding up!

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 33! 3/9/12



Chapter 6.     Sophomore Year

A few days before I was to return to Berea College in September 1948, my brother Bill 

received a telegram that he, too, was accepted.  Bill had applied to Berea College but, since we 

lived outside Berea’s recruiting territory and his acceptance was doubtful, he had also applied to 

Georgia Tech, just 20 miles from our home near Lithia Springs.  As the summer progressed and 

no word came from Berea, Bill made plans to enroll in Georgia Tech.  When the telegram from 

Berea came, he quickly changed plans, cancelled his lodging at Georgia Tech, and was put on the 

L & N train at Marietta for Berea, Kentucky.  Dad was off on a CIO trip and Bill needed to get to 

Berea the next day for orientation.  

I followed a week later.  Bill had already been assigned a room in Williams, my 

dormitory, and was also assigned to the morning crew at the dairy where I worked.  We had 

different rooms and roommates but went to work together each morning.  He also joined the 

Country Dancers, so we were very close: “at work, at home, and at play.” 

 I was assigned a French roommate, Robert Leroy, from Lyon, France.  Robert 

(pronounced HRO-BEAR) was at the College for only one semester, so I roomed with Charles 

Maurice Wesley for the spring term.  Maurice was a slim six-foot-two friend from Pulaski 

County, Kentucky and also a Country Dancer.  At first we called him Maurice until we went 

home with him one weekend and learned that his family called him MORRIS.  Today most 

people call him Charles.  It is hard enough to change a person’s moniker one time, so I still call 

him MORRIS.   He was a Baptist, not a Methodist like the English Charles Wesley, but 

nevertheless went to the Berea Methodist Church with me.  When his Baptist church in Crabtree, 

Kentucky, right next to the family home, learned of this deviation, he was 

“churched”  (excommunicated) and not allowed to return even though his family remained as the 

church custodians.
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My freshman year at Berea College I had taken Biology, Freshman Composition, College 

Algebra (with Ms. Porter), Elementary Psychology, Old Testament with George Noss, History of 

Western Civilization with Elizabeth Peck, Solfeggio, Speech, Physical Education, and Violin.  

The courses were not memorable.  My performance the first semester, three C’s and three B’s, 

was also not memorable.  I liked Dr. Blank’s speech class the second sememster even though it 

yielded my lowest grade for the second semester, a C.  .I got one A the second semester; it was in 

Solfeggio.  I remember liking that music course and the teacher, Mary Anders.  Mary was blond 

and her sister, Arlis, was a red head.  They came to faculty country dancing on Friday nights 

where Willis, Maurice, and I provided student partners and felt very privileged to hob-nob with 

faculty.

Residents of Williams Dorm (John was working the weekend the picture was taken) l to r 
standing:    Bill Rose, Ludd Farr, Fred Wineburger, Beverly Fleming, Homer Ledford, Sherman 
Robbins, Herbert Pilson, J.R, Whitaker, Jerry John, Robert Leroy (my roommate), Fred Nichols, 
Jim Fish, Bob Rogers, William J. Foley (faculty resident), Cornett Jones, Bernard May, Ralph 
Long, Edsel Godby, ?; squatting:  ?. John Derting, ?, Elan Green, Vadis Godby, Bill Ramsay, 

Odell Miller, Coburn Black, Richard Douthit, Oliver Rice, James Duckwall.
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My sophomore year was different.  I took a survey course called Introduction to Physical 

Science, pulling an A and particularly liking Mrs. Mavis Burrough’s geology section.  She 

started my lifelong interest in the history of the earth as read from the layers and formations of 

rocks.  I learned that Berea sits on the edge of an ancient Appalachian sea and I was able to walk 

along that ancient seashore near the top of Indian Fort Mountain on Mountain Day when the 

entire campus went on a hike.  I collected geodes and coral from the Berea bottoms.  Forty-six 

Lore Gäbler, Maurice Wesley, 
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years later, in 1994 when the newspapers publicized the predictions that the New Madrid fault 

was expected to shift again in its first major earthquake since the spectacular 1812 quakes, I took 

the precaution, which the Burroughs always took themselves, taking the old low bridge across 

the Kentucky River between Berea and Lexington.  Mr. Burroughs said the engineers had placed 

one of the piers of the new, high bridge (used by I-75) right on the fault line.

The Chemistry section of Physical Science was taught by Waldemar Noll, a very tall man 

who talked in clipped sentences.  No one wanted to sit on the front row because he “spit”  his 

words out.  Note:  I’m telling you such details because they give a student perspective on what 

teachers surely thought of as their terribly important, lifechanging impact on their students.  

Perhaps lackluster teachers had more influence on my life than I recognize, but I can’t for the life 

of me tell you what those influences were, not even after a lifetime from which to look back!  

Yet, to this day I am careful to say a decent, “Good morning,”  instead of spitting out, “Mornink, 

mornink” like Waldemar Noll.

I took French under Maude Ledford.  Brother Bill was a better student than I was and 

earned a minor in French.  My French had progressed little beyond what Mademoiselle La Velle 

had given me in high school, but that was good enough to earn me an A in college!   Maybe a 

French roommate helped.

Humanities, another survey course, was fun, but I only got a C.  Mary Ela, during the art 

section, snatched an imaginary line from midair and threw it across the room and through the 

classroom wall; the wall stopped the teacher dead in her tracks but the line supposedly continued 

on into space.  Another time she grabbed a short, heavy branch and leaped of off the stage 

wielding the club, it having turned her into a caveman.  As Maurice and I were headed home one 

night after Country Dancer practice, Miss Ela, who was crossing in front of us, suddenly clasped 

her heart while exclaiming, “Oh, I’ve just seen too much beauty today!  Look at the pattern of 

the street light coming through those leaves on the trees.”    Mary Ela added similarly 

exclamatory written commentary to our art homework:  “Excellent, it dances!”  or “Such a wealth 
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of colors you found in the bark of that tree,”  or “Seems like much space in need of words.”  

Although we snickered at such public display of emotion, we were also sensitized to the beauty 

around us. 

My violin teacher plucked out Glück’s Melodie for me to play at my sister’s wedding.  

She obviously liked the piece herself but had no understanding of what kind of music resonated 

with me.  It was a disastrous choice: there was no discernible beat, much of it was in 2nd or 3rd 

position, and it required a steady vibrato.  I am sure my playing sounded much worse than Jack 

Benny and, unfortunately, it wasn’t funny.  The teacher (I don’t recall her name) also had me 

perform in required chapel in 

front of all 1500 students.  I 

got no comments from friend 

or foe afterwards, likely 

because neither wanted to 

embarrass me that much.  I 

did attempt playing second 

violin in the Messiah, sitting 

next to Mrs. Margaret Wright 

who later became a loyal 

friend and musician for me 

when I returned to Berea 

College to direct the Country 

Dancers.

By the spring term, I had to declare a major.  Although I had initially decided on math, 

the experience with Ms. Porter changed my mind and I chose agriculture with plans to become a 

teacher of vocational agriculture.  I felt that good agriculture was vital to human society and that 

the dairy cow, in particular, was unusually efficient at producing high quality protein.  This was a 

subject worth devoting my life to.   I had some catching up to do.  Those students who chose 

agriculture from the start had already taken several “ag”  classes and so my spring term included 
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Livestock Problems, Breeds and Judging Farm Animals, Soils and Soil Fertility, Botany,  

Introduction to Social Science, and the ubiquitous Physical Education.

I’m sorry that the course in Botany didn’t take; it’s a field I have often wished I 

understood better.  I’m sure Mr. Hull was a fine teacher, but I just couldn’t get into it.  I got a C 

in Botany, two A’s and a B in the ag classes, and a C- in the Introduction to Social Science; I 

don’t remember that class at all.  I do remember getting an F for Physical Education in the 

spring!

I admit that I never have been a sports enthusiast.  Possibly this is because I never 

became a member of a sports team in elementary or secondary schools; we moved around too 

much or lived too far from the school.  I had had almost no experience with basketball or 

football.  I liked baseball and swung a pretty mean bat but was not good at throwing a ball nor in 

catching one.  Bill went out for football his last year in high school, but I was in college by that 

time.  My sport was country dancing!   I was spending four nights a week during my sophomore 

year dancing in old Dodge Gym.  

The P. E. class that spring term consisted of body building, mat work, and, when the 

weather broke, tennis.  I was fairly athletic and coordinated, and could hold my breath for three 

minutes (we were given tests by the P, E, Department for lung capacity— mine was well above 

average even though my chest was so skinny you could count my slab-like ribs ).  I am certain 

that I did well on the written exam at the end of the term and did well enough on the practical 

exam with one exception.  We were asked to mount acrobatic bars, sit on top of the cross bar, fall 

backwards catching the bar behind the knees, do a half flip, and land on our feet.  We had not 

had any instruction in such a maneuver during the course.  When it was my turn to try, I mounted 

the bar, fell backwards and landed upside-down on my head.  My head bent forward, chin to 

chest and my sternum was compressed and cracked as the weight of the rest of my body came 

down on it.  It is still lopsided.  I’m just lucky my neck didn’t break.  Perhaps my failure at that 
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maneuver is why I failed the course?  I doubt it though, and so had to cast around for other 

reasons.

Oscar Gunkler was the official teacher of the Physical Education class, and he was the 

head of the department.  However, his P. E. majors did the actual instruction.  Most of them were 

stars on the basketball, softball, tennis, track, or swimming teams.  I got on ok with them but we 

naturally moved in different circles.  I did not get on so well with Mr. Gunkler.  I crossed paths 

with him at Westervelt, an extra curricular shop where students and staff could make things out 

of wood.  I made a lamp, a mahogany bowl, and a set of beehives, including the frames.  Mr. 

Gunkler made most of the fine cherry furniture for his home.  Once, when I needed to use the 

belt sander, Mr. Gunkler was in the process of sanding some of his own material.  I returned to 

the sander three times during the two hour period to see if he was finished; the third time he 

bristled, “You don’t have to act like I’m a hog.”   I hadn’t said a word to him and am sure that on 

his own he was feeling guilty for tying up the machine the entire period.  Is that why I got an F?   

I did my sanding the following week.  

Or, was Gunkler watching from his office window when Maurice and I slipped away 

from class on the way to the tennis field?  We went to the side of Williams on which our room 

was located, and entered our ground floor window.  We didn’t use the front entrance as that 

would have been too blatant and Mr. Gunkler could have seen us from his office.  He couldn’t 

have seen us on the side.  Maurice had done this several times; I only joined him that one time.  

But Gunkler could have caught us.  Maybe that is why I failed the class, and justly so.  Maurice?  

He passed the class.  

Grades were posted just before we headed home for the summer.  My D was crossed out 

and an F marked in.  I went to see Gunkler and find out what happened but he was already gone.  

In those days the college sent grades home to the parents.  I don’t remember my parent’s reaction 

to the F, but I was upset, mainly because it meant repeating the hated class.  I wrote to Gunkler 

asking why I had failed the class but did not receive a reply.  I went to his office when I returned 
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to the campus in the fall and asked him about it.  He claimed to not know why I had failed and 

said that the spring test material had already been discarded.

I postponed retaking the P. E. class 

until the spring of my senior year when I 

was required to take it if I was going to 

graduate.  I signed up for folk dancing that 

time.  This was before the days of gender 

integration.  The men’s and women’s P. E. 

classes were in completely separate 

buildings at opposite ends of the campus.  

Folk dancing meant that men in smelly 

gym shorts and with hairy legs partnered 

with men with sweaty armpits and 

undershirts.  By the time I took the class, I 

knew hundreds of dances, was teaching them both on campus and off, and performing them as 

one of the stars of the Country Dancers.  I remember one televised performance at the Pendennis 

Club in Louisville organized by Barry Bingham, owner/editor of the Louisville Courier 

Journal.  Television was quite new and we had no sets on the Berea campus that I can recall.  

During the sword dance, I looked up at the monitor and saw my feet dangling in midair in a 

close-up.  I lost my concentration and made a misstep.  Even so, I had a call waiting for me after 

the show from some young lady wanting to meet me; I declined but  I did get to dance with Mrs. 

Bingham and remember her diaphanous gown with an arm sash wrapping around us as we 

whirled in a close swing.  What a contrast to the P. E. class.

Our student P. E. instructor taught us the Black Nag (Playford, 1650) and Speed the Plow 

(traditional New England contra dance) and perhaps a few other dances.  I did not interfere with 

the instruction in any way and restrained myself to quietly observing how a real dance is far 

more than just going through figures.  This poor young P. E. major had no idea of the social and 

John and Dick with the bee hives John made at 
Westervelt Shop at Berea College and installed at 

Skyland Farm.
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artistic use to which dancing could be put; he was teaching it because someday he, as a high 

school coach, might be required to teach a dance class in school and thereby ruin the dance 

experience for a whole new generation of dancers.  Perhaps, if he had ever darkened the doors at 

Dodge Gym, he would have seen what a joyful social event country dancing could be.  There 

seemed to be an unwritten law that no jocks nor Physical Education faculty (including men’s and 

women’s department heads Gunkler and Macaulay) entered Dodge Gym.  

How could it be that I got a C in that class?  That’s what is on my transcript.  It is ironic  

justice that I who had failed one P. E. class and got a C in the dance course ended my career by 

teaching gender integrated country dance classes as a member of the faculty in the Physical 

Education Department at Berea College!  Minne Maude Macaulay, bless her heart, sent me her 

dance library after she retired.  I had taken her extra-curricular social dance class to learn Foxtrot 

and tango.  This should be instructive to new generations who worry about grades and their 

formal education.

Later on, after I returned to Berea College to direct the dance program there, I learned 

another possible reason for the F in Physical Education.  Frank Smith founded the Berea College 

Country Dancers in 1938.  But, Oscar Gunkler felt that he and not Frank Smith, should be 

getting the recognition as the country dance program’s founder.  When the Berea student body, 

during the early 1930’s was pressuring William J. Hutchins, President of Berea College at that 

time, to allow social dances on campus, Hutchins saw a demonstration of country dancing by 

students from the John C. Campbell Folk School, a pioneering educational experiment in the 

mountains of western North Carolina.  Students from the Folk School performed at the 

Conference of Southern Mountain Workers.  Those students were led by Georg Bidstrup, an 

attractive and personable Dane, and Marguerite Butler, a Vassar graduate who, along with Olive 

Dame Campbell, had founded the Folk School on Danish educational premises.  Hutchins 

realized that this type of dancing could help him rebuff student demands for social dances on his 

campus.  He objected to the popular type of dances the students had in mind because they 

required hired bands and expensive dress which could only be worn one time and then relegated 
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to precious closet space.  The College, at that time, was committed to “simple living,”  had 

curfews, and imposed strict limits on social relationships between male and female.

Hutchins sent Oscar Gunkler to a summer course in country dancing at the Folk School.  

When Gunkler returned, he organized a Folk Club for the College.  It met on Friday nights and 

was the only opportunity for students to dance together on campus.  John Bill Allen and many 

other prominent citizens of the town of Berea (students at that time) were active in the Folk 

Club.  Mr. Gunkler’s view of Physical Education actually suited Berea College well and the 

College to this day does not offer football as a sport, mainly because of it’s expense.  Even so, 

The Berea College Country Dancers, Spring 1948.  Marjorie Keener is the fiddler.  In front of 
Marjorie is Willis Williams and, going ccw.: Ruby Duff, Foster Burgess, Risse Faye Layne (my 
future wife), Badgett Dillard, Betty Hammond, Ray Campbell, Marbeth Peters, Heinz Bohem, 
Mabel Bohem, Jim Dowdy, Irene Turner, Pat Napier, Susie Hamilton, Rush Butcher, Shirley 

Baker, Frank Smith (Director), Edna Nichols, Kenneth Dickerson, Glenna Patton; inner circle: 
Jim Bishop, Genevieve Graham, John Ramsay, Mildred Cornett, Carlos Lopez, Margaret 

Slocum, Gene Burton, Alma Powers, George Buchanan, Eula Jean Linden
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Gunkler looked at physical education primarily as a way to develop and celebrate the physical 

body and not for its sociological implications.  

Olive Dame Campbell, who helped her husband found the Council of Southern Mountain 

Workers, persuaded Hutchins to hire Frank Smith to develop the sociological aspects of country 

dance both on campus and throughout Berea’s Appalachian region.  By 1938, the Folk Club was 

reorganized as the Berea College Country Dancers with Frank Smith as Director.  He became a 

member of the Sociology Department and Gunkler’s interest in folk dance retreated to the men’s 

gym.

When I became Director of Recreation Extension for Berea College in 1974 after 

spending six years as Director of the John C. Campbell Folk School, I began the process of 

repairing the rift between Recreation Extension and Physical Education.  I interviewed Mr. 

Gunkler (retired by that time) concerning his part in introducing country dancing to the campus 

and gave him recognition for his contributions.  In addition, I sought out a healthy relationship 

with the current dance teachers in the Physical Education Department, invited them to our 

dances and workshops, added some modern dances to our performing repertoire, and appointed 

the modern dance teacher to lead my performing troupe on a tour of Denmark the summer of 

1990.  I then was invited to teach some of the dance classes for Physical Education, was finally 

added to the faculty of the Physical Education Department, and, when I retired, had the entire 

dance program placed within the Physical Education Department.  

I consider that amalgamation one of the important achievements of my career.  

Competitive sports, which had dominated ideas about physical education nationally, were finally 

being challenged and schools were embracing more inclusive, social forms of sports at schools– 

although the elitist, competitive sports have continued on their merry commercial way as 

lucrative college businesses.  But, at Berea College, country dance as a form of cooperative 

recreation is now acceptable and is supported by the general academic budget.
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The moral to the story?  Grades are not always earned.  Poor ones need not thwart an 

entire career!  Formal education is a game with its own rules but we can also play our own 

games.
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Chapter 7.     Junior and Senior Years

My junior and senior years at Berea College settled easily into the divisions of classwork, 

student labor, dance activities, and community involvement.  

Classes were mainly those meeting the requirements of a major in agriculture: Vegetable 

Gardening, Fruit Culture, Dairying, Crop Production, Animal Breeding, Agricultural Geology 

and Soil Conservation, Advanced Field Crops, Plant Crop Breeding, and Soil Classification and 

Management– all during my junior year.  For my senior year I took Marketing Agricultural 

Products, Farm Economics, Agricultural Building and Construction, Farm Machinery and 

Equipment, Poultry Production, Farm Management, Agricultural Mechanics, and Animal 

Nutrition.  

My performance in these classes was average.  They provided me with some basic 

understanding of farming but few insights above the lackluster.  I liked Dr. Robert Spillman, the 

soils professor, who was able to give us principles– something more than the temporary 

techniques of “modern”  agriculture.  For instance, he proposed, “There is beauty in function,” 

and left us with the unforgettable thought that, “A pregnant woman is the most beautiful creation 

in the world.”   He admired Louis Bromfield, author of several organic farming and living books.  

I pulled A’s from Spillman.

However, Spillman was promoting kudzu  as “the salvation of Southern agriculture.”   We 

learned that its protein content was equal to that of alfalfa, it was very palatable to cattle, 

produced excellent yields, and would grow almost anywhere.  The USDA had imported the plant 

from Japan where the root tubers are used to make a high quality starch.  In the U.S.A., kudzu 

was being planted along roadsides throughout the South to control erosion.  We had a field of it 

on our farm in Georgia and soon learned about its negative attributes:  it was almost impossible 

to harvest with the equipment available back in the late 1940’s, and it is very difficult to control

— it grew over our fences and started creeping into our pinewoods.  The vines planted along the 
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roadsides soon smothered trees and climbed telephone poles and guy wires.  Kudzu is difficult to 

eradicate because the underground tubers send up new shoots each spring.  Kudzu turned out to 

be a pesky pest instead of a salvation.

Another “conservation”  plant being promoted back then was the multiflora rose used as a 

“living fence.”   Wildlife loved the protective haven of the thickets these fencerows provided but 

the birds also carried the seeds far and wide and the thorny bushes encroached as widening 

barriers anywhere they were not constantly controlled by mowing.

I did learn important principles from kudzu and multiflora roses.  Those lesson came long 

after I was out of school and my personal experience with them.  I learned that changes which 

look good on paper– in textbooks and promotional fliers– need to be thoroughly field tested 

before being advocated for general use.  I used this principle as an introduction to some of my 

college classes when I became a teacher.  “I don’t know what to teach you!”  I would declare on 

the first day of class.  “Therefore, I will not give any tests.”  This always brought enthusiastic 

endorsement from my students.   “The world, when you begin working, will be quite different 

from the world I know.  You are, even today, in a better position than me to know what will be 

useful in the future. You are not confined by the blinders which the past places on me.  I will not 

give any tests because I don’t know what you will need to know. In this class, you are required to 

take charge of your own education.  We can learn from each other— of that I am sure!  What I 

want to do is to teach you to think creatively and critically.   We will have lots of dialogue in 

order to learn from your view of what the world will need.  Take kudzu, as an example.  When I 

was in college I was taught that kudzu would be the salvation of Southern agriculture…”   (That 

always brought a snicker from my Appalachian students.)   I learned a lot from Robert Spillman, 

even though some of it was in the form of negative results.

Unfortunately, I had three classes in one term taught by the head of the Agriculture 

Department.  Those classes were boring.  Dr. Wolford called me into his office one day.  He was 

concerned that I was not active in the Ag Union, a club for agriculture majors.  I told him that the 
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club’s meeting time conflicted with the Country Dancers’ practice.  He was well aware of that 

conflict and was, in effect, advising me to dance less and get serious about agriculture.  He told 

me of his own background.  He said,  “I was raised on a farm, studied agriculture in high school, 

majored in agriculture in college, and have been teaching it for twenty-six years.”   I thanked him 

for his advice but didn’t tell him what I was really thinking– “That is why your classes are so 

boring.  You can’t relate agriculture to what is happening to our world.”  

At that time, we were living in a world desperately trying to recover from the ravages of 

war.  We were trying to produce enough food for hungry masses and to figure out how to 

distribute it.  Instead, we were learning, in Wolford’s classes, how to make a chisel, sharpen a 

saw, or talk about prewar economic cycles.  Wolford was teaching us old fashioned farm 

management and economics; he couldn’t relate agriculture to a world he knew very little about.  

He didn’t see the trends threatening to change old farm practices and revered instead a rural 

Appalachian life of peaceful isolation from the cares of society.  

For the course in Agricultural Building and Construction we had “field experience”  by 

tearing down one of the old agriculture buildings on campus; we dubbed the class “destruction” 

instead of “construction.”   Wolford seemed out of touch with the students as well the wider 

world.  Bernard May brought his camera to class one day and amused us by setting it on his 

desk, tipping his chair back to bring the subject into view, and secretly snapping shots of Wolford 

in his habit of tapping his teeth with a piece of chalk.  I don’t think the professor was aware of 

this diversion to his students’ attention.  We really weren’t interested in how buildings used to be 

built.

Later, I came to appreciate Dr. Wolford as a person.  He did have redeeming interests 

outside of class.  He was left-handed and had made a left-handed fiddle for himself.  He played it 

for me once in his home (knowing that I played also) but he never brought the violin to school or 

talked about anything in class except status quo agriculture.  His wife was a lovely woman and 

quite involved in social concerns, especially those related to women.  Dr. Wolford was really a 
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fine man and a responsible and concerned citizen.  Perhaps those traits were his most important 

lessons.

I was intrigued by the class in animal breeding taught by Mr. Vernon.  Berea College had 

developed its own strain of chickens, the Berea Bars.  They were close to the Plymouth Rock 

breed but selected for feed efficiency, meatiness and egg size.  Also, the College, under the 

forward looking eye of D. Orr, imported a hybrid breed of pigs, the Minnesota #1, developed by 

agricultural researchers at Minnesota’s agricultural experiment station.  I purchased a young 

Minnesota #1 boar from Berea College and shipped it home to Georgia to improve our own pigs.  

The breed was on the cutting edge of the 

search for lean pork.  “Minnie”  was long, 

narrow, and had a back that arched up 

like the St. Louis arch instead of being 

weighted down by a well larded belly.  

There was a diminishing demand for lard 

following World War II and increasing 

consumption of vegetable oils.  

Livestock Production was a class looking 

forward instead of backwards.

 I also had classes in bacteriology, 

chemistry, and entomology my junior 

year.  They were important classes and 

gave me basic knowledge which I built 

on as the years went by.  I pulled a C from each of them.  I put entomology to immediate use.  I 

became a camp counselor at Camp Waco, a Y.M.C.A. camp for middle school boys in west 

The Minnesota #1 boar I purchased from Berea 
College and shipped to Skyland Farm to improve the 
quality of pork produced in our neighborhood.  Note 

the A-Frame house we built for the pigs.

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 49! 3/9/12



Georgia.  The boys soon learned of my interest 

in insects and called me Mr. Bugology.  We 

collected a wonderful array of zebra 

swallowtail butterflies, scorpions, June bugs, 

ant lions, and earwigs.  The almost parched 

and worn out soil of west Georgia sported 

insects I had not noticed before.  Of course the 

students also brought me every snake, spider, 

toad or other creature they found.  

 

My book learning was stretched by the 

real world, sometimes with humorous results.  

During an indoor “campfire”  one night when 

we were driven indoors by a rare 

thunderstorm, a very large wolf spider went 

strutting right across the center of the camphouse floor.  The boys excitedly and vociferously 

called the spider to my attention.  I took control of the situation and explained, “There is nothing 

to be afraid of because there are only two poisonous spiders in the United States, the black 

widow, and the tarantula (we did not know about the brown recluse at that time).  This spider is 

harmless.”   To prove my point and relieve their childish apprehensions, I detained the spider by 

taking one of its hind legs between my finger and thumb.  The creature promptly turned around 

and bit me!  I hollered and shook the varmit loose, much to the delight of the campers.  The bite 

left two surprisingly large slits in my finger, but they healed quickly without any infection; we 

don’t get paper diplomas for experiential learning.  I did not receive a death certificate that time!

I took a piano class from John Chrisman during the fall of 1950.  I wanted to learn to play 

the piano properly for Sunday School.  I had taught myself to play some of the gospel songs we 

sang in the Lithia Springs Methodist Church in Georgia, and I had been called on to play once or 

twice.  The problem was that I transposed everything to the key of C.   Dr. Chrisman said if I 
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would follow his lessons which relied on classical material, he would help me learn to play 

gospel music.  I could tell that he did not approve of gospel music, but we struck a deal.  I upheld 

my part of it for most of the semester, and after feeling that I had made some progress with 

scales and fingering,  I asked about a gospel tune.  He selected Love Divine All Love Excelling, 

a fine tune but well beyond my capacity and certainly not a gospel tune in a class with Bringing 

In The Sheaves.  I felt betrayed.

 

I made full use of Berea College’s Student 

Labor Program during my junior and senior years.  

For two years, I had heard the chimes ringing at 

6:00 every morning as I completed chores at the 

dairy and headed up on campus for breakfast.  The 

eleven bells in the tower of Phelps Stokes Chapel 

were rung daily by a student at sunrise, at noon and 

at sundown as a labor assignment.  I applied for 

and got the job.  The bells, at that time, were 

operated mechanically by levered handles to which 

leather straps were attached and hooked, by means 

of pulleys, to the clappers.  I had to throw all of my 

weight on the handle to get the clapper moving fast 

enough to hit the stationary bell.  Harmony could 

be played by using two hands, and a three note 

chord could be played by using both hands on the 

higher notes and a foot on a foot lever for the lower notes.  The choice of songs was left up to me 

although a collection of tunes had been arranged into a book for the carillonneur.  I often played 

gospel tunes.  Every tune had to be transposed  to fit within the eleven note scale and accidentals 

either precluded for some tunes or the tune had to be altered, making it sound weird.  Being 

carillonneur did not fulfill my required labor hours so I also took a job as a bellhop at Boone 

Tavern, the College’s hotel.  I hauled furniture, polished brass, and carried luggage for the guests. 

John Ramsay and the Chimes tower on 
Phelps Stokes Chapel.  The Chapel was 
built by students using bricks made on 
the property.  There are eleven bells in 

the tower.
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Berea College’s labor program mimics the free labor market.  Students, after their 

freshman year, were free agents and could find and contract for their own jobs on campus.  The 

students provided labor for food service, grounds, labs, farms, offices, craft industries, and all 

points needed to keep the college community running smoothly.  Maurice, my former roommate, 

encouraged me to join him at Mountain Weaver Boys weaving homespun material for men’s 

suits. Frank Smith, our country dance leader, wore a homespun suit of navy blue woven by 

Mountain Weaver Boys.  I was taken on and learned how to prepare a warp, warp a loom, wind 

bobbins, and operate an overshot fly-shuttle loom.  I wove three or four bolts of cloth in different 

shades.  My first one was a dark green warp with a rusty red weft.  The finished material showed 

my inexperience; when held up to the light you could see progressive changes in how tightly it 

was woven as I finished one section and then ratcheted the newly woven material onto the beam 

and began weaving the next section.  I 

noticed that particular bolt on the sales 

shelf several years later.   I assume it 

was intended for a lady’s skirt since no 

man would choose those colors.

My last exploration into 

employment was as Technical Assistant 

for the Berea Players, the campus 

theatrical company.  I built sets, 

painted scenes, moved furniture, and 

made some repairs.  There were two 

old parlor organs among the props.  A 

squirrel had wreaked havoc with the 

innards and left bits of acorn hulls all 

over the reeds.  The wooden rods 

which raised the valves when the keys 

were pressed had been chewed off.  My 
John Ramsay, chin on hand, plays checkers with 
Jim Fish in “The Battle of Shaw’s Mill” as Hugh 

Poston and Tom Vickers look on.  
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brother Dick, who was then a sophomore, and I ate a lot of lollipops to accumulate enough sticks 

to replace the damaged ones.  In the end we had working organs.  I also acted in a few of the 

one-act plays.

Berea students learn a lot from the labor program.  My brother Bill became the Dean of 

Labor for the college years later.  I learned that getting a job done requires doing much routine, 

menial work, e.g. milking cows, polishing brass, winding bobbins, painting sets.  I learned that it 

also required pleasing a boss, although I did not have any problem with that, and getting along 

with co-workers.  Our wages were 16 cents an hour (except that when milking on weekends we 

got paid double).  I learned to value each penny earned and to budget wisely.  My parents sent 

me $35 each month the first two years.  After that I was on my own what with summer savings 

from the job at Camp Waco my junior year and as a sailor on a tanker after my senior year.

I did not graduate after my senior year because I still had to take an education course in 

“vocational agriculture,”  and do practice teaching.  These were administered by the University of 

Oliver Rice and John Ramsay in their room at the University of Kentucky barracks.  They mixed 
up powdered milk and water each night and stored it between the window and the screen.
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Kentucky.  So, the fall of 1951, Oliver Rice, a fellow Country Dancer and agriculture major, and 

I secured a room in the barracks at UK.  We tried to live on $1 a day for meals.  Breakfast was 

corn flakes with brown sugar, and milk we made from powdered milk the night before and set 

out between the screen and the window each night to cool.  There were no refrigerators anywhere 

in the dorm.  A budget of a dollar a day was a hard to meet.  Two things helped:  cheap school 

lunches where we were practice teaching and “all the fish you can eat” at Walgreens on Sunday.

Oliver and I often went to Berea for the weekend, usually getting a ride with Watson 

Craft who commuted every day.  Watson had the unnerving habit of passing in “no passing” 

zones because he had deduced that he could see the tops of cars coming toward us even though 

you couldn’t see the road beyond the bend.  I had a phobia about being in a car with any driver 

except my dad.   One special weekend we got a ride to Pine Mountain Settlement School, deep 

into eastern Kentucky, with Leonard Roberts.  He was a decent driver and became a good friend.

I went to Berea to dance.  Oliver went to dance with Glenna.  Two years later, Oliver and 

Glenna and my first wife and I got married in Berea on the same day, June 4, 1954.  Our services 

were separate but we had a joint dance in old Dodge Gym the night before the weddings.

 

I found the education class at UK to be about as introverted as Wolford’s classes in Berea.  

We were taught by the textbook. It was written by the retired former teacher of the class and was 

taught by one of his students.  We were taught the “problem solving method.”   Lesson plans were 

organized by posing a question, then listing factors from which to draw a conclusion.  Ideally, the 

question came from a student but somehow it always got put into a standardized form such as, 

“How castrate hog?”  or “How compute protein for dairy cows?”   The subject and articles were 

always left out.  We were given the impression that there was no other acceptable way to teach.  I 

couldn’t buy that and got a C in the course.

 Some of the practices in vocational agriculture appalled me.  Mr. Veal, my supervising 

teacher was supposed to be the best in the state.  But, Leonard Vaught and Foster Pomphrey, the 
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two other students who were practice teaching with me at Nicholasville High School, and I found 

that he was padding his journal of required on-farm visits with his students.  I also saw how the 

records kept by the students of their Future Farmers of America projects were not realistic.  Feed, 

housing, pasture, and other items supplied by the student’s father were often not included in the 

expenses.  Time spent training, grooming, and transporting animals to the county fair were not 

factored in (and would never be used in a practical farming operation).  Then the animal would 

be sold at the fair and purchased at some highly inflated price by a bank or feed company willing 

to pay for its promotional value.  The students often showed handsome profits.  I wanted 

agriculture to be honest as well as honorable.  But, in the end, I got my teaching certificate and 

would have my chance to prove myself some day.

I graduated from Berea College with a Bachelor of Science degree in Vocational 

Agriculture in February, 1952.  My parents were not able to attend this mid-year graduation.  I 

felt rather forsaken although I understood that a mid-year graduation was a weak second to the 

real event in June.  I retreated to my bell tower room in Phelps Stokes and played sentimental 

tunes like Dvorjak’s “Going Home”  theme from the New World Symphony.  I played them to 

Foster Pumphrey, John 
Ramsay, and Leonard 
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make the other students, already dreading leaving their classmates and heading out into the real 

world, break down and cry.  Secluded from the world in my “ivory tower”  I had no need to face 

my own fears and loneliness.  I simply rang out my emotions through the clanging bells.

That afternoon I headed by train for Hartford, Connecticut, and the next chapter in my 

adventures.
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Chapter 8.     1-A, Fit to Kill

All male citizens and all male resident aliens born between October 1, 1922 and 

September 18, 1930 were required by law (approved by Congress June 24, 1948) to register for 

the draft and appear at their nearest Selective Service Board between August 1 and September 

30, 1948. 

When I returned to the Berea College campus for my sophomore year in early September, 

1948, I found that the College had made arrangements to transport those students eighteen and 

over ( I had turned eighteen in April.) to Richmond, the county seat of Madison County, to 

register on 17 September.  I don’t recall much about the registration except for one question on 

the form which puzzled me.  It said something about requesting a “special”   form.  I do recall 

John, Dick, Dad, and Bill loading hay on our Jeep at Skyland Farm.
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reasoning that I wanted to be treated like everybody else, not special.  I didn’t realize that my 

answer had enormous, lifetime implications.  I filled in “No.”  

The passage actually read:

By reason of religious training and belief I am conscientiously opposed to participation 

in war in any form and for this reason request that the local board furnish me with a Special 

Form for Conscientious Objector (SSS Form 150) which I am to complete and return to the local 

board for its consideration.  …  Under what circumstances, if any, do you believe in the use of 

force?  …  Describe the actions and behavior in your life which in your opinion most 

conspicuously demonstrate the consistency and depth of your religious conviction.

There was no time, while registering, to sort out the significance of Form 150 nor, if I had 

understood it, to decide what I felt about being trained to wage war.  I knew about conscientious 

objection to war but had not thought about it in a personal way.  Howard Alexander, a close 

friend of my parents, had been a CO during World War II and spent time being used to test 

various medical procedures in lieu of serving in the armed forces.  For myself, such adult 

decisions seemed a long way off.  The country was not at war and there was no danger of my 

being called up.   I was not prepared to answer the question sprung upon me without warning.   I 

had been spending an idyllic summer growing corn and watermelons and making hay on our 

Georgia farm when the registration law was passed.  I was now a college sophomore and focused 

on classes, student labor, and campus life; deciding on the weighty matters of war and peace 

were held at arms length.

In May, 1949, just before the end of the sophomore year, I received a Classification 

Questionnaire.  Section XI asked about my status as a student.  I responded , “I am in college 

studying for a Georgia Teacher’s Certificate in Agr.”   A week later, on May 31, a I-A 

classification was mailed back to me.  However, I still had every reason to believe that I would 

not be “called up”  until I graduated; Selective Service regulations stipulated postponements to 

students legitimately enrolled in school.  I assumed the Government knew what it was doing. 
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I went on with my life, but during my 

junior year I did begin attending meetings of 

the Fellowship of Reconciliation on the Berea 

campus and volunteered to help Roscoe Giffin, 

a sociology professor, administer a door-to-

door poll of the citizens of Berea concerning 

the issue of Universal Military Training.  I had 

also been attending the Methodist Church in 

town and had talked with Dr. Ira J. Martin, III, 

the Methodist’s student advisor, about 

nonviolence.   I also found Rev. Leon (Sandy) 

Sandborne to be very helpful as I tried to sort 

out my thinking in regards to military solutions 

and other options.  Sandy was the pastor of 

Union Church, an anti-sectarian church on the Berea campus founded by John G. Fee, the 

abolitionist preacher who also founded Berea College.  Sandy was a pacifist, knew my family 

well from our Ohio days, and officiated at my sister’s wedding. 

I spent the summer of 1950 as a camp counselor for Camp Waco, a YMCA camp in 

Georgia, and then, in September, went on up to Kentucky for my senior year.  On September 20, 

the draft board mailed me an Order to Report for Armed Forces Physical Examination, Form 

223.  It required me to be in Douglasville, Georgia, “at 8:00 a.m., on the 27th of Sept., 1950.”  I 

immediately went to the College’s Dean of Men, Kenneth Thompson, for advice and we mailed 

an application for a change of the physical exam to Richmond, Kentucky.  Dean Thompson also 

sent the draft board the following letter:

“This is to certify that Mr. John Martin Ramsay is classified as a Senior (4th year) in 

Berea College.  He has completed more than one academic year of full time course of instruction 

Berea College Mountain Day, October 1950: 
Maurice Wesley, Margaret Smith, Doris 

Graybeal, Dick Ramsay, Bill Ramsay, John 
Ramsay, Tom Vickers on On East Pinnacle.
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in college.  He has a point standing of 1.821.  The median of the class is 1.649.  This places him 

in the upper half of his class.  His rank is 78 in a class of 227.

He paid his deposit and  made a tentative registration program in May 1950, thus prior 

to August 1, 1950 he planned to attend Berea College for the school year 1950-51.”

The draft board approved the transfer and I went to Lexington on October 16 for the pre 

induction physical.  I assume that I took the bus from Berea to Lexington since Berea College 

students were not permitted to own or have access to cars.   I was just beginning to learn how 

Selective Service would make interruptions in my life. 

A few days later, on October 23, 1950, I was mailed a Certificate of Acceptability stating 

that I was “FOUND ACCEPTABLE FOR INDUCTION INTO THE ARMED SERVICES.”   I 

simply continued on with my life, still expecting not to face induction until graduation.

Two months later, on January 8, Mother, just back from Christmas travels, found, in the 

pile of accumulated mail, a notice for me to report for induction on that day!  She immediately 

called me.  I don’t recall how she got me since phones were scarce on campus back in those 

days.  I went right to Dean Thompson although it was already 4:00 in the afternoon.  He tried to 

call Local Board No. 49 in Douglasville, Georgia, my local draft board, and, failing to get 

through, sent the Board a telegram requesting a postponement of induction until June 4.  The 

next day he sent a letter in which he pointed out that provision was made in the Selective Service 

Act  “that a registrant may be denied a deferment but that he may not be denied a 

postponement.”  On January 12, the Board mailed a notice of a I-A-P classification.  I was able 

to complete that school year.   But, I did not graduate since I still had practice teaching and an 

education course to fulfill.  Unfortunately, Dean Thompson had not noticed this when he had 

written to the draft board.  I went ahead and registered with the College for the fall term, my final 

term.  
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Bill and I took the Selective Service System College Qualifying Test on May 26, 1951.  I 

scored 76, which qualified me for deferment.   That summer, I worked as a wiper (lowest rank in 

the engine room) on the U.S.S. New Market, a tanker carrying petroleum products for Texaco.  I 

loved the sea.  My fellow sailors were friendly, if a bit salty!  I got on well enough with them but 

found their lifestyle quite dismal and degrading.  In port, I didn’t follow them to the red light 

districts to spend our pay.  Instead, I went to the post office, sent money orders to my bank for 

next year’s college expenses, and visited friends.  The other sailors were concerned that I didn’t 

carry a knife when leaving ship and couldn’t understand why I was less afraid of being mugged 

than they were.  My pacifism was beginning to show.  

It was really quite an enjoyable summer:  seeing new places, getting acquainted with a 

different level of society, earning good wages.  The work was dirty— chipping rusty bulkheads, 

painting them afresh, and putting threads on large steam pipes.  There was plenty of time-off to 

build a model airplane, write letters, read some, and watch the porpoises racing at the ship’s 

prow.  Late in the summer, we took a load of gasoline from Houston to San Francisco via the 

Panama Canal.  At that point, I had earned the limit to able to be claimed as a dependent on my 

parents’ income tax.   I left ship in San Francisco and took a 4 day bus journey, across the 

country, home to Georgia.

On August 20, the draft board again classified me I-A and a week later advised me to 

prepare for induction.  I asked for postponement until I finished school and requested a hearing 

to plead my case.  I then went on to Kentucky and had begun my practice teaching under 

supervision from the University of Kentucky when notice came that a hearing was set for 8:30 

Friday morning September 21.  I made the trip back to Georgia to meet the draft board.  College 

students were still being given an exemption from the draft as long as they were full time 

students in good standing.  My main goal at that time was to finish college. That I was singled 

out to leave school was somewhat distracting, but I fully trusted the deferment to come through.  

I made the trip back to Georgia to meet with the draft board.  Only the chairman showed up.  I 

talked with him for an hour or so explaining that I only had 17 weeks of school left.  I was 
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mostly concerned that I might never be in a position to finish my college work if I didn’t get the 

degree now.  I asked for a hearing before the entire board and the chairman told me he would call 

another meeting.  I stayed for the weekend but heard nothing from the Board.

By mail, mailed the same day of the hearing, I was informed that the full board had met 

in the afternoon of September 21 (I was still in Georgia but they had not notified me of the 

meeting) and that my classification remained I-A.  As soon as I received that notice, I wrote 

asking for an appeal to the State Selective Service Board.  On September 26th the draft board 

had mailed me an Order to Report for Induction in Douglasville on the 8th of October.  That 

order and my appeal request crossed in the mail.  The State Board, responding to a query from 

the local board when they received my request, informed the local board that “the registrant is 

within his rights and should be allowed to appeal.”  

I was not required to report for induction while the appeal was being processed.  The 

Appeal Board quickly granted me a II-S classification until the 1st of February.  

Thus far, I had said nothing to the draft board about my conscientious objection to war.  I 

can just imagine what a stir that would have made within the Board and what a disruption 

divulging that news would have made in my life!  It would have precipitated a confrontation 

much earlier; I was not ready for a confrontation.  Without the Board’s authority, I would not 

have been able to graduate nor obtain a teaching certificate.  Perhaps I had taken the easy way 

out, but I’m sure that if I had brought the matter up earlier, I would also have been unprepared to 

effectively argue my case for the I-O classification.  I think I knew in my heart that I could never 

use weapons to solve world problems but kept putting off that acknowledgment because of the 

consequences.  And I still had to convince myself that I would rather die than take another’s life.  

It would have been foolhardy to request conscientious objector status before I was quite clear 

about that.  
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After spending Christmas with my family at Patty and Earl’s house in Columbus, on New 

Year’s Eve, 1951, I made a resolution to notify the draft board and request Form 150.  I knew the 

consequences and was finally ready to meet them.

It took me until February 1 (the last day of my student deferment) to compose the letter 

stating that I was a conscientious objector and get up the courage to actually send it off to the 

draft board .  I acknowledged in that letter that the board “may be distressed at this news but I 

have been in distress for the last four years thinking about going to war.”  A week later I notified 

the board that I had been accepted at Hartford Seminary Foundation to take a course in the 

School of Missions and had applied for a position in Asia with the Methodist Board of Missions.    

During my first three years of college, the issue of military training had been more of an 

intellectual debate for me than an immediate decision which had to be made.  However, when the 

United States entered the Korean War (1950), and graduation neared, the matter began to weigh 

on me more and more.  My last semester on 

the Berea campus saw many late night 

discussions about human nature, violence and 

nonviolence, various types of solutions to 

conflicts, and the impending choice of 

serving our country as a soldier in Korea or 

finding other ways to serve. 

My deepest and most meaningful 

discussions were with my classmate Maurice 

Wesley.  Maurice was drafted the summer 

after graduation in the spring of 1951.  I felt 

that he was one of the few soldiers who went 

to that war having looked squarely at the 

issues and finally deciding that it was his 

Charles Maurice Wesley, my best friend, at 
Dodge Gym in Berea for one last dance before 

shipping out to Korea.
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duty to defend the free world from communists by military means.  Most men, I was sure, went 

without asking questions simply because serving in the army was what one did.  They were 

certainly courageous but it was an unexamined courage for most.  I was willing to put my life on 

the line, but not as an armed combatant intent on killing someone else before they killed me.  

Maurice served in the Infantry and saw, firsthand, the reality of war.  We never discussed 

his experiences after the war but have remained fast friends; in fact, I asked him to be my best 

man when I got married in 1954 and in 1984 took him back to Korea as a member of an alumni 

dance troupe.  In Seoul, on parade with other dance troupes participating in the Orient’s first 

C.I.O.F.F folk festival, I felt that the enthusiastic applause given to our American dance troupe  

as we passed by was meant for Maurice.  The South Koreans appreciated what Americans had 

done.

I took a different route.  I felt that many international conflicts arise from the end results 

of greed, repression, and disparities between rich and poor.  An agriculturalist might be able to 

provide some remedies to hunger and poverty.  I was aware that plowshares take seasonal time to  

be put to use whereas swords can be put to immediate use.  I decided to give my life to the long 

view in order to deflect future crises before they became so intractable that they led to war. 

Form 150 requested me to “describe the nature of your belief…and state whether or not 

your belief in a Supreme Being involves duties which to you are superior to those arising from 

any human relation.”  At age 72, I’m not certain that I could answer that question any better than 

I did at age 21.   I believed then, and am sure now, that allegiance to God comes first.  The 

commandments are:  Thou shalt not kill, do good to those who hate you, lay down your life for 

others.

I enrolled in the Kennedy School of Missions at Hartford Seminary Foundation in 

Hartford, Connecticut to prepare to become an agricultural missionary under the Methodist 
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Church.  George Strong, assistant pastor at Union Church in Berea, had helped make the 

arrangements with Hartford Seminary and put me in touch with Sam Bertchi, a faculty member.  

Sam met me at the train station and took me to his apartment for the first night.  He had 

arranged a small party with two other returning male students.  Wine was served; I declined but 

the other guys soon progressed through the entire bottle.  Perhaps they had brought it as a gift for 

our host.  In the middle of the night both guys got sick.  The odor of wine in puke and my earlier 

experiences with drinking onboard the U.S.S. New Market reinforced my resolve, a legacy 

passed on by my parents, not to drink alcoholic beverages.  

Arrangements were made for me to stay in the home 

of Dr. and Mrs. Henry Allen Gleason, Jr., my linguistics 

professor.  The Gleasons had two young children, a girl and 

a boy, and treated me like a family member. I may have 

helped with some of the housework, but am truly indebted to 

them for their hospitality.  

I took classes in Linguistics, How to Stay Healthy in 

Hot Climates, and Indian Culture.  I learned the Indian 

national anthem, how to hear and duplicate sounds from many 

languages, and that syrup of ipecac was indispensable in a 

missionary’s first aid kit.  I took a physical exam as part of the application procedures for service 

overseas under the Methodist Board of Missions.  I wanted to go to Africa where the needs 

seemed greatest and improved agriculture to be one of the solutions.  I also filled out From 150 

and it was received by the draft board on February 15, 1952.  A copy of it is in my file.

I worked as a busboy in the Hartford Seminary dining room to partially earn my way.  

The dining room was an elegant hall.  Elegant French cuisine was served by Frank, an elegant 

chef.  There were two memorable meals.  

Fran, Martha, Henry III, and Dr. 
Henry Allen Gleason, Jr. on their 

front porch in Hartford, 
Connecticut.
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Two Greek Orthodox priests were visiting the campus.  Greek Orthodox priests do not 

cut their hair…ever!  These guys had long gray beards and mustaches.  In order to eat the soup 

served as the first course, they had to part the hair attached to their upper lip before inserting the 

spoon.  I was fascinated and curious about how grooming and cutting of hair developed during 

the process of cultural evolution.   I was glad to be clean-shaven!

The other memorable meal was for graduation at the end of the term.  Frank prepared 

lobster au Newberg.  It reeked of wine.  Several students got sick afterwards, so my otherwise 

productive experience at Hartford was squeezed between two wines.  But, I’m getting ahead of 

myself.  This is a chapter about my selective service ordeal and not about the rest of my life 

(which, as attested to by the photographs, I continued to pursue with determination).

The Board classified me I-A on February 20 and received,  on March 3, 1952, my request 

for a personal appearance.  I was advised to appear before the board on March 17.  In the 

meantime, I asked various church and school officials and personal friends to write letters to the 

draft board concerning my desire to serve my country in nonmilitary ways.  The draft board 

received letters from Rev. Leon D. Sanborne, pastor of Union Church in Berea, Kentucky; M. O. 

Williams, Jr., Secretary of Missionary Personnel for the Board of Missions and Church 

Extension of The Methodist Church; Witherspoon Dodge; Waldo E. Rasnake; Herman Will, Jr., 

Commission on World Peace of The Methodist Church; Rev. Lloyd F. Worley, pastor, The First 

Methodist Church, Hartford, Connecticut; Henry A Gleason, Jr. Secretary, Kennedy School of 

Missions Faculty, Hartford Seminary Foundation; Rev. Hubert Reynolds, Chairman of The 

Hartford Fellowship of Reconciliation; and E. J. Weekes, Acting Head of the Department of 

English, Berea College and former dorm parent.

I took a train from Connecticut to Georgia for the hearing and then immediately returned 

to my studies.  The expense of the trip was beyond my budget and my parents helped me out.  
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The members of the local board in Douglasville were decent men and knew my parents, 

favorably I think, in spite of Dad’s work with the C.I.O.  Our entire family was active in the 

Lithia Springs Methodist Church and was well respected in our community.  Still, these men 

were quite localized in their outlook.  There had never been a conscientious objector in Douglas 

County and they were not about to recognize one.  

A young Jehovah’s Witness had met with the Board just before me.  One Board member 

was very angry as I went in because the young man had said he would refuse to salute the 

American flag.  I had talked briefly with the lad before his meeting and was concerned for him 

because he had not had the many advantages of education and family support that I had had.

A couple of the draft board members were a bit belligerent toward me during my 

meeting.  They wanted to know what I would do if a rapist attacked my sister.  I told them that I 

would certainly try to physically restrain the rapist, although I didn’t know for sure how I would 

react in such a confrontation.  I also noted that I didn’t equate such a one-on-one situation with 

two nations at war where many civilians would be among the casualties.  

My position went something like this.

  

I believe in a Supreme Being, a God of love, and that every human person inherits that 

love in some form. Therefore, in good conscience, I cannot kill because it would be like killing a 

part of God.  I take the Ten Commandments to heart, including, “Thou shalt not kill.”  Some say 

that I am an idealist and not very practical– I hope that I am.  I believe that Jesus was an 

idealist.  What can be more practical in terms of human relationships than the way of Jesus? 

“Do good to them who hate you” and “Love your enemies.” Other ways lead to the ravages of 

war.   “Take up the sword and perish by the sword.”  I am a Christian, a follower of Jesus.  Yes, 

nonviolence is the best way even though it meant that Jesus accepted crucifixion.  “Greater love 

hath no man than this, that he lay down his life for another.”
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As soon as I left the building, the local board classified me as I-A, and mailed me a notice 

that I was available for military duty.  I immediately appealed to the State Board. 

The “Minutes of Actions by Local Board and Appeal Board” show the following entries:

3-24-52  Forwarded file to State Headquarters for Appeal (in Mrs. Brantley’s 

handwriting)

3-28-52  Received by Appeal Board (typed…)

I’m unclear now as to just when I had a hearing before the State judge.  Did I make 

another trip from Connecticut to Georgia in the spring of 1952 or was the hearing called for in 

the summer after I left Hartford?  I do recall that the hearing was before a single judge and that 

he was much more sympathetic than the local board, listened closely, and seemed tolerant of my 

views.  My parents went with me to meet him in Atlanta.  I guess that Rev. Leon Sanborne went 

with me, too.

…continuing with the draft board minutes entries…

5-6-52!Appeal Board reviewed file, and voted 3-0 and classified registrant in Class I-A.

6-6-52!Forwarded to Appeal Board by State Director for resubmission because of 

erroneous 

! classification

6-6-52!Appeal Board again reviewed and voted 4-0 to submit file to Dept. of Justice for 

! recommendation.

6-10-52Cover Sheet forwarded to Dept. of Justice for advisory recommendation.
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When my semester at Hartford Seminary was over,  I went to New York and Philadelphia 

looking for an assignment.  I visited Point 4, additional appropriate agencies, and the offices of 

M. O. Williams, head of Foreign Missions for the Methodist Church.  I had been in 

correspondence with Mr. Williams regarding an assignment in Africa, but my problems with 

Uncle Sam and the wax found in my ears during the Mission Board’s medical exam put a hold on 

any  possible assignment.  They also wanted me to have some experience before going overseas.  

I then learned about a position with the Presbyterian Board of Home Missions at Warren Wilson 

Junior College near Asheville, North Carolina.  I applied for the job as Dairy Manager and 

Agriculture Instructor at Warren Wilson and got the job, starting immediately as a volunteer and 

then officially on July 1, 1952.  

Winona Lotz, one of the girls I met at Hartford, sent me this picture 
with the note on the back.  This initiated our corespondence.
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I wrote to the draft board in June to tell them of my new position and address, and took 

up my new duties.  I heard nothing more from the draft board until the following spring.  The 

local board was not happy with this ten month delay.  March 11, 1953, the Georgia State 

Headquarters of the Selective Service System, presumably in response to an inquiry from the 

local board, wrote to them that “The United States Department of Justice has advised this 

Headquarters that the investigation reports on the above listed registrant were submitted to the 

Hearing Officer in August, 1952.  As yet they have not received the recommendation of the 

Hearing Officer, and the appeal is still pending.”   In other words, the FBI investigation had taken 

a couple of months but the Hearing Officer was sitting on the report.  In the meantime, I was 

thoroughly busy at Warren Wilson.

Mother sent me  a clipping from the front page of the Atlanta Constitution, April 3, 1953:

Draft Board in Douglas Resigns; Lack of Cooperation Is Charged  

…resigned after charging “lack of cooperation” by State Selective Service Headquarters 

and the federal Justice department in handling the case of a Douglas County registrant…

failure…to take action concerning John Martin Ramsay. … Neither Ramsay nor his father, John 

G. Ramsay, a Southeastern CIO organizer and public relations representative, could be reached 

for comment. … Spruell said board members explained their resignations as follows:  “…In 

respect to the boys already serving and some who have died, we cannot with a clear conscience 

call anyone else with the John Martin Ramsay case in its present status.”

 On April 7, 1953, Mr. Spruell  wrote to the Classification Officer for the Atlanta 

Selective Service office, 

“Mr. Ramsay hearing was held on January 30, 1953 but due to the press of other matters, 

it has simply been impossible for me to prepare and file my formal report.  The report has been 

dictated and in due course should be received.  Under my recommendation, Mr. Ramsay would 
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be deferred as a conscientious objector within the meaning of Section 6(j) of the Universal 

Military Training & Service Act. …”  

…continuing with the draft board minutes entries…

4-7-53!File Ret. to Headquarters from Dept. of Justice with 

recommendation that Registrant be placed in I-O 

! ! [handwritten]

T. Oscar Smith, Special Assistant to the Attorney General of the Depart of Justice, sent a 

letter to the Appeal Board which concerned me.  Until then, I assumed that the FBI was 

perfection itself.  But the letter stated, “Registrant was born in Philadelphia.”  I was born in 

Bethlehem.  It stated, “While in Ohio he attended the Methodist Church…”  It was a 

Presbyterian Church.  It stated, “the Fellowship of Reconciliation, a pacifist youth movement. 

…”  It is not a youth movement.  But, the letter concluded, 

“After consideration of the entire file and record, the Department of Justice finds that the 

registrant’s objections are sustained as to both combatant and noncombatant training and 

service.  It is, therefore, recommended to your Board that the registrant be classified in Class I-

O.”  

At least the Department of Justice recognized the validity of my objections.

…continuing with the draft board minutes entries…

5-7-53!Adjudicated by Appeal Board classed I-A
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5-8-53!Fwd to LB.

5-11-53Rec’d file from Appeal Board [Mrs. Lila Brantley’s handwriting…]

! Classified I-A by Appeal Board on 5-7-53; 2 yes,1 no

! Mailed SS Form 110, Notice of Classification

! Mailed letter advising registrant he may appeal to President.

! All correspondence concerning reg. rec’d in office while file 

!  was on appeal added to file.

 In the end, after some unrecorded negotiating, the split vote of two-one gave me the right 

for a presidential appeal; unanimous votes gave no option for the Presidential appeal.  It seems 

the state board preferred to pass the case on.  I immediately appealed to the Presidential Appeal 

Board and worked, once again, on the best way to express my beliefs.  I noted  “…I have an 

inner compulsion– a living drive– to make the way of love the powerful force it was meant to be.  

On the world scale it means working together for better economic conditions, for better trade 

relations, for understanding and reconciling our various ways of life. …”

Warren Wilson College President, Arthur M. Bannerman, wrote to the draft board on May 

20, 1953 quoting from a formal statement provided to the draft board a year earlier (June 11, 

1952), “Mr. Ramsay is a truly appointed missionary for the full time mission service and is, for 

the purpose of the draft act, a minister of our church.”  Art didn’t want to lose his dairy manager 

and agriculture instructor.  Rev. Irving Deihl, Elizabeth Landfield and Ethel Klemm, three of my 

faculty colleagues at Warren Wilson, also wrote to the draft board.  Mother and Dad appeared at 

the draft board in Douglasville and examined my file.  They found nothing but material to 

support my position as a conscientious objector.  My file was then forwarded to the District 

Attorney.

On August 3, 1953 the National Selective Service Appeal Board voted 3-0 to classify me 

I-A.  I had exhausted the possible appeals and had to face induction or breaking the law.  I knew 

what I would do but I wasn’t going to go to jail without objection.  I composed a letter and sent it 
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to 151 people who could attest to my sincerity.  I was still under the illusion that if Selective 

Service could be convinced of my sincerity, they would classify me as a conscientious objector.  

Perhaps it is just as well that I went on milking cows each day and carrying on my duties as a 

teacher and college community member because I didn’t have the financial resources nor the 

interest to tackle an imperfect judicial system, but I certainly could live as honorably as possible 

day by day.

I wrote to the draft board:

 “Should I be called for induction I must refuse to take the oath of induction and thus 

break the law.  I am sorry that in a ‘free’ land this is necessary but it is better to break a civil law 

than to break the direction God gives to me.  One is a crime, the other a sin.  Being at Warren 

Wilson has proved to be constructive work in line with what God has planned for me.  Therefore 

I will stay at Warren Wilson until forcibly removed.  No, I won’t put up a fight but I won’t go 

willingly from what I feel is God’s work.” 

 President Bannerman also wrote: 

“…we would be put in a hard position here at Warren Wilson if we were to lose Mr. 

Ramsay just at the beginning of the fall term.  As you know, good teachers are generally hard to 

get and they are particularly hard to secure in a Church institution such as Warren Wilson 

College, where the salary scale is lower than in public institutions. …”

My letter to my friends was one of disappointment if not despair.  I asked them at least to 

speak up for other conscientious objectors if not for me.  Sixty-four wrote to my draft board.  All 

of the letters are eloquent.  I will give a sample of them here.  The first, from my father, was 

addressed to President Eisenhower.

Dear President Eisenhower:! Dated September 1, 1953
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Perhaps I am late in writing to you in regards to my son John M. Ramsay, who appealed 

to the county draft board, the State of Georgia Appeal Board and the Presidential Appeal Board 

for a I-O classification as a conscientious objector to war.  These appeals have not changed the 

I-A classification given by our county board.

I have always allowed my children the freedom to individually seek and do the Will of 

God.  I have always been ready to help them out of 

my personal experience.  In this matter I have had no 

experience and had not allowed my personal 

conjecture to influence this decision.

Perhaps my personal convictions can be best 

explained from a page in the “Armed Forces Prayer 

Book” which gives a prayer I had written at the 

request of Dr. Daniel A. Poling. A portion of my 

response to Dr. Poling as follows:

“I have not had a personal experience in war:  in 

World War I, I was too young; in World War II, I 

was too old and my sons were too young.  At the 

present time I have two sons who will probably soon be in the service.  May God richly 

bless you.”

! ! John Ramsay, Public Relations Director of the C.I.O.

[the published prayer was]

Our Heavenly Father, in these troubled times when men are distrustful and fearful of 

each other, grant that our faith in Christ Jesus can overcome the bitterness of heart and 

mind; grant that we can recognize corporate sin but love the individual; grant that all 

John Gates Ramsay
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men may love thee enough that wars may cease.  May I not only be willing to die for my 

nation but be determined to live for Christ Jesus and his Kingdom.

Grant me Thy peace, O Lord.”! Amen.

John  applied for draft deferment to complete his education.  He had to appeal to the 

State Board for this privilege.  Upon his graduation he received immediately a draft status of I-A.  

He asked for a reconsideration and at the request of the county draft board made an 800 mile 

[round] trip to meet them.  The board members did not appear at the meeting.  Later on that day 

he saw the chairman of the board who told him he would call another meeting.  John waited over 

the weekend and as he was leaving again for college he received a notice that the board had met 

without his presence and still gave him a I-A classification.  He then appealed to the state board.

The State Appeal Board referred John’s case to the Department of Justice who had the 

Federal Bureau in investigate into his past history.  I believe a thorough investigation was made 

by the F.B.I. and the Department of Justice.  It was recommended that he was a sincere 

conscientious objector and should be given the classification.

The county draft board then resigned, making a public statement which was printed in the 

Sunday edition of the Atlanta-Consititution-Journal which also stated that John’s father was 

Director of Community Relations of the C.I.O.  Of course, my employment has nothing to do with 

John’s request for a I-O classification, but was used to confuse prejudiced minds.

The State Appeal Board then voted against his request two to one and an appeal was 

made to your board.  We were told that no direct appeal could be made, that your board would 

make its decision upon the facts as they appeared in John’s file.
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John authorized his mother and I, in his absence, to look at the file.  We did and found no 

facts to prejudice his appeal, except the statement of the local draft board that he did not make 

up his mind immediately on his first registration.

John offered to serve as an agriculture missionary or instructor in Korea or anywhere 

else where he could use his talents to build a better world as a Christian and as an American.  

He made application to the M.S.A. of our Federal Government, The Methodist and the 

Presbyterian Churches.  All advised him to gain three years practical experience at home before 

going into a foreign field.  John had continued his studies at Hartford, Connecticut Missionary 

College during this period.  He prepared for foreign service in Phonetics, Health, etc.

The Presbyterian Church then accepted him as herdsman and instructor in agriculture at 

Warren Wilson, our Presbyterian Missionary College at Swannanoa, North Carolina.  This 

position was later classified as one for alternative service.

My son-in-law, Earl A. Todt was in the service in World War II.  My son William is now in 

service with a classification (I-A-O).  He graduated from Fort Sam Houston as top men in his 

class, as an X-ray Technician.  My youngest son Dick is now a senior in Berea College.  He is 

just 19 and when he reached this age, requested a I-O classification instead of a student 

classification.  He was also turned down.  The new county draft board did not feel competent and 

passed the buck, so to speak.

Mr. President, I sincerely believe this case was settled by various steps on a basis of 

prejudice and not on fact.  I believe in the laws of our land and abid(e) by them.  If I do not agree 

I will work to change them.

In the case of my son John M. Ramsay I believe the decision that has been made is wrong 

and urge your personal attention.!
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! ! ! Yours respectfully, John G. Ramsay

Mother’s letter discloses her more partisan stance:

Dear Sirs:

I am writing as the Mother of my son John Ramsay who has 

appealed to you for the classification of I-O or conscientious 

objector to war or serving in the military but who is quite 

willing to serve his country in “alternative service” which 

the law provides for those who feel so strongly to their 

conscience under God.

I understand you, the local board, has the right to reopen the 

case which now has gone through the procedure of appeal to 

the State and President.  I urge you to reopen this case and, 

on the record of you own files, you must be convinced that 

John is sincere.

We have brought him up from youth with the desire to discover the will of God and live by 

it – I am proud that he has taken this stand.

Certainly, unless we change our attitude toward other nations and people of this earth, 

we have nothing to look forward to but more war.  “We will be forced to live like rats under the 

ground” as a commentator has said regarding the Russian Hydrogen Bomb unless we learn to 

live above the ground like children of God.

Gertrude Eleanor 
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The treatment John has received certainly gives cause to lose faith in those who have the 

responsibility to carry out our laws which say that they uphold each individual’s right to freedom 

of conscience in this matter.

Mr. Spruel, the original chairman of the first draft board, has even since moved from 

Douglasville and is taking no more responsibility for his actions, yet his lack of understanding in 

John’s case will leave its imprint on John’s life.  You have the responsibility to reconsider the 

evidence which you have before you in this case and grant him his right to his conscience on this 

matter under our law.

You have young men’s lives in your hands and more than that you have a deep 

responsibility for their souls.!

! ! Yours sincerely, Mrs. John G. Ramsay

Of the letters from men and one woman who had served their country in a fight for 

freedom of conscience, here is one to represent the many others:

Dear Sirs, 

I have just learned of the situation in which John M. Ramsey (sic) finds himself with  

respect to the stand your board has taken concerning his induction into the armed forces.  I am 

told that the Board does not accept as sincere his statement that he is a Conscientious Objector.  

I have known John Ramsey and worked with him in student Christian activities in the Southeast 

Region, and I know that whatever statement he would make to your Board would be made in 

truth and with utter sincerity.  I have known John’s family, and therefore know his background 

and what he has been taught as he has grown up, and I know that all the teaching and 
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background to which he has been exposed would lead him to take a position of conscientious 

objection to war.

I write to you because I believe an injustice has been done this young man.  I would like 

to point out that I myself do not agree with his position.  I served as an officer in the regular 

Army during World War II and after, and resigned in the grade of Major.  I had nearly three 

years of uninterrupted front-line service, and I am proud of what has been referred to as a 

brilliant military career.  I say this only to point out that I at that time considered it necessary to 

take up arms in defense of my country, and I have never regretted that decision nor have I 

changed my own attitude toward military service, but I do firmly believe in the right of any 

person to decline to serve if he sincerely believes that God’s Law forbids it.  Our Government has 

seen fit to legally recognize this position, and I believe that we are all duty bound to see to it that 

in a fight for freedom throughout the world every legal protection must be given to freedom of 

conscience, or we place ourselves in a false position.  I am sure members of your Board cannot 

disagree with me in this, and that when you are convinced of the sincerity of any young man, he 

will be given the opportunity for alternative service which the law provides.

I attest to the sincerity of John Ramsey.

! ! ! Respectfully yours, John C. Gleason

And a part of another such letter:

…I have known John for 13 years, and detected the seeds of his present convictions long 

before he became of draft age.  This, in addition to the fact that John was reared in a very devout 

Christian family which has consistently attempted to see the relevance of Christianity to day to 

day living.  This family has been of a great inspiration to me personally.
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I am able to write these words in spite of the fact that I do not agree with the decision 

John has reached.  In 1941 I reached the opposite decision.  I chose to join the army.  I 

conceived it my duty to fight in order to save our God-given rights to disagree with one another 

in good conscience.  Since I am unreservedly convinced that John Ramsay is sincere in his 

religious convictions against his participation in war, a refusal to classify him as a conscientious 

objector would seem to indicate that my own vision of fighting to preserve the democratic way 

was, in this case, pursued in vain.  It would sadden me to have to come to this conclusion. …

!

! Sincerely yours, Reverend Norris B. Woodie

! ! Director of Campus Life, Alderson-Broaddus College, Philippi, WV

My favorite letter is from my cousin Grace Price.  She speaks for me:

Dear sirs:

Having heard that my cousin, John Ramsay, has received another I-A classification from 

his draft board and conscious that he has appealed his case as a conscientious objector to the 

full limits as prescribed by law, I feel that perhaps as a close relative and childhood companion I 

can be of aid in convincing you that he is very sincere in his convictions.

Idealistically, if all men believed as John Ramsay does, there would be no such thing as 

war.  Even our Bible tells us that good conquers evil.  John Ramsay, as a good Christian, is 

doing as Jesus would in refusing to take up weapons against his fellow-man.  If only all of us 

followed the teachings of our Bible as sincerely, the world would not be in the state of chaos that 

it is in now.

This belief of John Ramsay is not something that has popped up overnight.  Even in 

childhood he was the peacemaker– the one to refrain from taking sides in quarrels.
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I do hope you have given this letter full consideration and thus will not reject John 

Ramsay’s appeal as a conscientious objector.  I implore you to follow your conscience– he 

is.!

! Very sincerely yours, Grace A. Price

There were two letters which were quite different from all of the others but are worth 

repeating because they give voice to general sentiments of Americans at that time.  

Gentlemen:! Re: John M. Ramsay

A resident and citizen of Berea, Kentucky, has contacted me with reference to a letter 

received from the above party appealing for assistance with your Board in an attempt to avoid 

being drafted for service by reason of religious belief, (conscientious objection to war).

This citizen is one of many who have received letters from this party requesting their aid, 

and this citizen requested that I inform you that she has no sympathy whatsoever with the 

demand of the above party, and that it is her feeling that he should be obligated to enter the 

service immediately.  That he is not sincere in his belief.

This citizen has a son in service and several other individuals from this community who 

have received these letters, have sons or relatives who have patriotically served their country; 

and it is not their desire to be used as a lever in an attempt to avoid serving in Armed Forces.

For your information I am enclosing the copy of the letter received by this party.

!

! Very truly yours, Guy K Duerson, Jr., Commander American Legion Post No. 50
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Dear Sir,

The conscientious objector Mr John M. Ramsay Swannanoa N.C. has written, us, 

requesting we plead his case.

Why should we plead for him not to be drafted, when we have 3 sons and one- son in-law 

in the service.  If my boys have to go into service, it is no more than right some others ought to 

go.

He wants us to talk with our friends, write to our local paper and congressmen, that our 

voices might be heard.  If all boys & girls refused to serve, we would soon be over run with the 

enemy, then these consciontious objectors would be the first one to say, shoot the hell out of the 

leaders and Law makers.

We all could be consciontious objectors if we were afraid to die and didn’t care for 

anyone but ourselves.

I don’t wish anyone hard luck but I do hope he has to serve even for a short while.  His 

brother (he didn’t mention his name) is a conscontious objector too.  Hers hoping you will do 

right by all of them.  I remain 

! Mrs. J. M. Sutherland

! Fletcher N.C.  R.1

P.S.  He wouldn’t approve of this if he could read it, but I am sure I am right.

In a letter mailed directly to me, Mrs. Sutherland asks,
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“…How do you perpose to stay free if you don’t have war and conquer your enimies.  You 

asking Alice to help you, when her husband is in the navy and her 3 brothers in the army.  What 

kind of Christian are you.  Just a yellow bellied coward.   You and your consdciontious 

objections, what would you do if the enimy came over here and killed your sisters and raped 

your mother and did all the things war does to women and children…I have began to think you 

haven’t got a heart.…”

I appreciate that Mrs. Sutherland had the courage to speak her mind and to write to me 

directly.  Note that neither of the above two knew me personally.  Those who knew me said, 

“Above all his stand has not been for lack of courage or patriotism for it would 

have been much easier for John to go into the Army and even into war…”

! Charles Maurice Wesley

In spite of the flood of favorable letters, I was ordered for induction.  I made 

arrangements at Warren Wilson for managing the dairy and my classes and took the bus to 

Atlanta.  Early on the 15th of October, I was at the Douglas County Draft Board.  I felt it was 

great irony that the very Board which seemed to deny my sincerity singled me out with the 

following appointment:

“Special confidence being placed in the integrity and ability of John Martin Ramsay, he 

is hereby appointed leader of a contingent of selected men from Local Board No. 49, State of 

Georgia.  He is therefore, charged with the enforcement of the Selective Service Regulations 

governing selected men enroute to Joint Examining and Induction Station during the journey 

from Douglasville, Georgia to Atlanta, Georgia and all men included in the contingent are 

directed to obey his lawful orders during the journey.”  
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We arrived at the induction center in Chamblee without incident.  I immediately informed 

the processing officers of my intention to refuse induction.  We were given a physical exam and 

supper and shown to our bunks.  I was informed that I would be given a psychiatric evaluation 

after supper.  

As I recall, it was about 10 o’clock before I was called in by the psychiatrist.  The 

examination lasted maybe an hour and the psychiatrist ended up  by commenting that I would not 

be an asset to the army and that he would recommend 4-F.  That was a surprise to me and I left 

him and went to bed almost on cloud nine!  Imagine, after five years of worry, to be free of any 

further obligation!  No more hearings, no more wondering about the future, no required 

alternative service– free to live my life as I saw fit.  I fell into a peaceful sleep.

At 4 am, I woke suddenly with the understanding– to me it was sent from above– that the 

4-F suggestion could be a calculated lie to break me and that I should not get my hopes up.

After breakfast, I requested to speak with the Induction Officer to learn the results of the 

psychiatric examination.  The clinical record states, 

“Patient has protective marginal social history.  Patient is passive, markedly effeminate 

(altho denies overt homosex experience), presents paranoid feelings, as well as self primitive 

tendencies. Immature personality.” 

Those turned out to be simply nasty words to add to my file.  I was recommended as 

suitable army material.  After lunch, eleven of us were assembled and lined up for the induction 

ceremony.  I had learned that the step forward, when your name was called before the oath of 

induction was given, was the critical point.  If you stepped forward you were no longer a civilian 

and under civil law but were then already under military law.  That, I could not allow to happen!  

But, what if someone nudged me when my name was called?  What if I twitched?  What if I 

fainted?  What if…?  When my name was called, I didn’t move and was quietly ushered out of 
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the room to wait in the Major’s office until after the ceremony.  I was then read my rights, 

arrested, finger printed, and asked to file a statement.  It is in my file (witnessed by three officers) 

and states,

 “I am a conscientious objector to war and cannot conscientiously participate in any 

military organization.  This fact is based on my convictions about God as expressed by Jesus. …

To accept induction would be to forsake my conscience and to deny that the law provides for 

sincere, religious objectors.” 

 I was then sent to see a judge who allowed me to go home on my own recognizance.  I 

would have to await trial.  I then hired Morris B. Abram, an attorney, to represent me.  His fee 

was $500 as a retainer with an additional fee to depend on the outcome of the case and how 

much time was involved in my defense. 

 I was able to return to Warren Wilson and resume my duties there, as well as my 

courtship, for the remaineder of the fall, winter, and spring terms.

On June 6, 1954, Winona Ruth Lotz and I were married by Dr. Ira J. Martin, 3rd with 

Rev. Leon D. Sanborne and Rev. Charles Lotz (the bride’s father) assisting.

The rest of the story can be dealt with in short form.  Attorney Abram pursued legal 

technicalities in the case.  There are often technical issues which can by argued regardless of the 

moral issues involved.  Mine had something to do with my not having been provided with the 

report from the F.B.I.  A Supreme Court decision in another case meant that my case was 

dismissed in the summer of 1955.  

That was good news!  
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But there was also bad news.  My file was then returned to the local draft board. The 

entire process was repeated. I received a I-A classification from the local board, a split vote from 

the State Appeal Board, and a final Presidential appeal.  During this time my parents had moved 

to Washington, D.C. and Dad had become a deacon in the National Presbyterian Church.  Among 

the members were President Eisenhower and J. Edgar Hoover.  Dad spoke to Rev. Elson, the 

pastor, about my situation.  On May 3, 1956, I was informed that I had finally been granted a I-O 

classification.  It was the day my first son, Martin was born.  I also learned that since I was 

twenty-six years old and a father, I would not be called up for military service in any account.

Although relieved, I also felt that our system of government had failed.  I wanted it to 

work!  It was like sour grapes that my conscientious objection to war was only recognized by 

“pulling strings.”   It took me many years to heal emotionally from the entire experience.  I felt 

out of sync with society.  I was forced to feel “special”  while I only wanted to be treated fairly.  I 

had been denied service overseas.  I was threatened with jail and was fingerprinted.  The stigma 

hung on until 1991,  but that is another chapter!

I remain deeply committed to giving my life in service which will make peace, not war.  

Although I no longer am certain that love is stronger than hate, I know that I will try my utmost 

to wage peace, beginning at home and then encompassing the whole world.  I believe in the 

Golden Rule, that we should treat others just like we want them to treat us.  Gracie was right, I 

want to be a peacemaker!
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Chapter 9.     The Start of a Career

In the summer of 1952 (as skimmed over 

in the previous chapter), I was appointed Dairy 

Manager and Agriculture Instructor at Warren 

Wilson Junior College, a Presbyterian school 

east of Asheville, North Carolina.  The 

governing board was the Bureau of Home 

Missions of the Presbyterian Church.  I took a 

room in Sunderland Hall, the men’s dormitory, 

on the second floor.

My take home pay was only $80 a month 

but my expenses were minimal.  Meals were 

provided in the faculty dining room.  On the one 

hand, I could not have afforded a car on that 

salary, but on the other hand, I was totally 

engaged with campus responsibilities and 

activities..  A dairy manager’s responsibilities 

run 365 days a year and 24 hours a day so, in my 

case, there was no time left for automobile 

excursions.  When I needed or wanted to go to 

town, I could walk the three miles to 

Swannanoa, home of Beacon Blankets, or take the 30 minute bus trip to Asheville.  Yet, I really 

had little interest in anything other than being an effective teacher and the best dairy manager in 

the state.

Part of the Warren Wilson College Folk 
Dance Club dancing “open tunnel and open 
wide, watch your head and watch it close, if 
you don’t watch out we’ll double the dose.”  

This picture included two of “my” boys:  
John Paul Wagoner (in tunnerl) and Dan 
Ford (first arch), plus David Miller in the 

back and myself in the middle.
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Warren Wilson is located in a high 

mountain valley at the foot of the Craggy 

Mountains of western North Carolina.  The Blue 

Ridge Parkway winds up the crests of the cup of 

ridges that cradle the school.  A series of four 

peaks, called Four Brothers, provides a fine 

backdrop for the central campus.  Winters are 

relatively mild at this latitude and summers are 

pleasant at this elevation.  The setting along the 

Swannanoa River is magnificent and the bottoms 

along the river provided excellent cropland.  The dairy pastures were on the surrounding hills.  

Arrowheads and stone axes were still to be found in fields and along access roads.

The faculty, administration, and students all lived on campus.  President Arthur 

Bannerman and married faculty lived in college owned houses.  Single faculty, like me, lived in a 

room or small apartment in the dormitories or other buildings.  Every faculty member supervised 

a student crew or had some other campus responsibility and provided for all of the needs of the 

school community.  There were no hired workers:  the resident staff and students did everything 

from meal preparation and operating the dining room (Kathryn Larsen), or running the boiler 

plant (Julio Guisasola) , to upkeep of the grounds and construction of new buildings (Leon 

Deschamps), or even servicing the electrical utilities (Roger Stuck).  Bernhard Larsen was the 

manager of the farm and its crews, oversaw the herds of beef cattle and swine, and had 

responsibility for the gardens and crop production. I was the manager of the dairy and taught the 

agricultural classes.

 The dairy herd of some 40 head produced the milk for the school.  After milking each 

morning, the students and I delivered fresh, raw milk to the kitchen and ran a milk route to the 

faculty homes.  Faculty provided their own milk containers;  whatever they left out at the back 

door one day was filled for delivery the next day.  We also collected the garbage as we delivered 
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the milk and then deposited the garbage and any excess milk at the pig farm before washing the 

pickup truck assigned to the dairy.

The mixture of milk and garbage in the same truck was probably not the nicest 

arrangement, but it was efficient and didn’t seem to cause problems but was used by the students 

to poke fun at some of the food served in the dining hall– a common diversion among college 

students.  My student crew and I considered ourselves the dairy crew, but one of the kitchen crew 

announced our arrival to deliver milk during breakfast preparations one morning, “Mrs. Larsen, 

the garbage boys are here.”   She is reported to have replied, “Tell them to leave 50 gallons 

today.”   

The food was actually very good.  Perhaps the high level of the fare made a few dishes 

undesirable by contrast.  The students called one soupy dish composed of leftover vegetables 

plus a base of kernels of corn and tomatoes “Oklahoma slum gully.”   But, top of the line was 

During summer vacation, 
much of the work at the 
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Kathryn’s Danish Apple Cake, a deep dish of applesauce lined with a graham cracker crust and 

smothered with fresh whipped cream from the dairy.  Both Kathryn and her husband, Bernhard, 

whom we all called Fessor, had been born in Denmark and retained their Danish accents.  They 

had two sons, the older of the two is now the farm manager at Warren Wilson.

The dairy herd had been brought to a high level by the previous manager.  Unfortunately, 

he died suddenly of a heart attack.  The College brought in a young man from Pennsylvania to 

manage things on a temporary basis while they looked for a permanent dairyman and agriculture 

teacher.  When I was hired he gave me an orientation and turned the operation over to me.  As I 

took charge, the students were a big help.  But some records had not been kept up during this 

abrupt transition.  It was crucial that I know which cows were pregnant and when they were 

expected to calve because a cow needs a dry period of two months before having her next calf 

and, if not pregnant, needs professional attention from a veterinarian. 

 

I hired the local vet to come out and 

examine those cows with questionable status.  

Julian Cornwell, the vet, was  generous with 

his advice and I followed his examinations 

with great interest as well as a clipboard to 

take down the results.  He donned a long-

sleeved rubber glove and rectally palpated 

each cow’s uterus.  He was even able to gently 

grasp the uterus in his hand if she was not 

pregnant or had conceived only 30-40 days 

earlier; then by letting the uterus slip through 

his hand he could sometimes feel the tiny 

bump of a fetus.  If there was no sign of a fetus, 

a manual examination of the ovaries might reveal 

One of my students examining a cow’s udder 
attachment.
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the pimple of a ripening egg or a cyst which needed to be expelled, either manually or with 

hormones.  Julian charged $5 per cow, a reasonable fee but not included in the dairy budget.

The following Sunday I determined to train myself to be able to check a cow’s 

reproductive status.  I lined up a series of cows with known status and went back and forth until I 

“grasped the technique.”   I didn’t have a glove but had decided that for $5 I would put my hand 

in almost anything.  By the end of the session, my arm was stained “manure green”  and I had to 

wear a long sleeved shirt to supper.  The techniques learned proved very useful to me in the years 

to come.  I was soon able to assist cows with breech deliveries where the calf’s head was turned 

back instead of lying between their front feet or where the calf came hind feet first.  Natural 

childbirth was impossible in either situation.

I remember my first class in agriculture.  I arranged the chairs in a circle and designed my 

lesson plan to make use of peer learning.  I acted as a resource person rather than a lecturer.  That 

evening as I was lying on my bed in the dorm, I overheard some of the students talking in the 

hall about their first day.  Anastatio 

Martin, one of the Cuban boys and in 

my class, said that he had gone to a 

strange class where they sat around 

talking while they waited two hours for 

the teacher to arrive but he never did 

come!  Anastatio (below) was older than 

I and was later assigned to the dairy 

crew.  I was pleased that he didn't 

recognize me as a teacher on that first 

day.  I wanted to treat students with 

respect and realized that they had each 

several years of experience from which 

we could all benefit.  Can you imagine me 
Anastatio with Wilcoll Elmat, a young bull.
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trying to instruct someone from Cuba on how to grow sugar cane?  We could learn something 

from all of our students.

The experiences we shared in running the dairy made the best sort of laboratory for 

learning.  It was icing on the cake when I realized, on going over the records of the herd’s 

production by the Dairy Herd Improvement Association (DHIA), that Blossom Hill Amanda 

Dunloggin, better know to us as #67, had completed an unusually fine lactation before I came to 

Warren Wilson.  I felt that we could make a state record if we gave her special attention before 

her next lactation.  I discussed it with the student crew.  They were willing to put in the extra 

time, including milking her by hand 

three times a day when she first 

freshened, feeding her only the best 

alfalfa, and keeping her in a 

comfortable pen instead of competing 

with the rest of the herd.  It paid off 

and her official DHIA record of 27,000 

pounds of milk in 300 day was a state 

record and stood for eight years.  For a 

while she was giving fifteen gallons of 

milk a day!

We had other opportunities for laboratory experience at the dairy.  Many of the cows had 

not been bred when I arrived in the summer.  That meant that they would calve in the spring 

since a cow’s gestation period is 9 months.  Having cows calve in the spring was poor planning 

because production automatically goes up when the cows are turned out to spring pastures.  To 

have the cows “fresh”  at that time meant that we had great surpluses for the pigs in the spring. 

The surpluses continued during the summer when all students except the summer crews went 

home for summer vacation.  Then when we went onto less productive winter rations in October 

and November and the cows began to go dry, we scarcely had enough mile to supply the kitchen.
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We set about to change the situation.  By careful observation, diligent record keeping, and 

intelligent planning, we were able, in my three years at Warren Wilson, to turn the situation 

around.  We delayed rebreeding some of the better producing cows, bred some of the lower 

producing ones early, and bred the first calf heifers  to freshen in August or September.

   There was another reason for turning the spring freshening situation around.  The State 

was pressuring us to pasteurize our milk.  I was in favor of that move although Fessor saw little 

need for it.  I worked out an arrangement with Biltmore Dairies to buy our milk and sell us 

pasteurized milk at cost.  But the United States Department of Agriculture regulated dairy 

production and required that Warren Wilson, and all other dairy farms, establish a “base”   upon 

which to calculate the rate at which we could sell our milk the rest of the year.  The base was 

made up of sales to the processor between September and December of the previous year.  It is 

really rather incredible that in just three short years we were able to create a surplus of milk 

during the base period and begin selling our milk for top dollar.  It was not to hard to convince 

the College administration of the “necessity”  of pasteurizing the milk because of the Health 

Department’s  authority to close down our dairy.  The change did create a slight problem for the 

College farm as there was no surplus milk for the pigs.

One last dairy story before I tell of my other activities at Warren Wilson College.   The 

cows were kept in the barn in their stanchions during the winter.  Without daily walks down the 

Riceville road to and from pastures, their “toenails”  needed trimming and some cows developed 

foot rot (a bovine version of athletes foot) and/or weak ankles.  Foot problems are serious for an 

animal weighing half a ton.  We set about to trim hoofs.  Trimming hoofs requires special long 

handled nippers, chisels, and hooked knives as well as enough manpower to hold the cow’s leg 

steady in a flexed position with the hoof on a board so the bottom of the hoof faced up.  For the 

first few cows I had the boys do the holding while I showed them how to do the trimming; you 

have to be careful not to get into the “quick”  of the hoof which contains nerves and blood 

vessels.  Then it was time for the boys to try their hands and for me to do the holding.  I stood by 

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 93! 3/9/12



the next cow’s side and placed my knee in her flank in front of her hind leg.  Then I gently 

nudged her leg until it was extended and the ankle could be flexed and the hoof placed on the 

board.  As her leg was extended, I moved with the leg until I was supporting the cow’s weight 

which would have been on that leg.  I was bent over the extended leg and holding the tendon at 

the hock joint as a deterrent to having her kick.  Then I felt someone reaching into my back 

pocket.  I was just about to 

reach back to grab the 

prankster when I realized that 

it wasn't a hand at all.  The 

cow, naturally nervous from 

the procedure, was defecating 

right into my back pocket.  It 

was loose and warm.  As soon 

as that hoof was done, I took 

off my coveralls right there in 

the barn much to the 

amusement of my students.

My major activity aside from 

classes and dairy was with the 

folk dance club.  Clothilde 

Guisasola was the club’s 

leader but kindly invited me to be assistant.  Clothilde (pronounced Clo-teel) is the daughter of 

May Ritchie Deschamps, the oldest of the renowned “singing family of the Cumberlands.”   The 

Ritchies were active in Pine Mountain Settlement School, Hindman Settlement School, and 

Berea College.  Clothilde’s  Aunt Edna graduated from Berea and became an itinerant recreation 

leader in the Southern Highlands.  Her Aunt Jean became America’s foremost singer of 

traditional Appalachian music.  Clothilde had grown up doing English country dances.  Julio, her 

Cuban husband and College heat and power manager, was her partner.  We trained members of 

John’s students showing their “respeect” for their teacher just 
after graduation.  We were all tough in those days!.
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the club and took them to the Mountain Folk Festival in Berea each spring as well as giving 

occasional performances on campus and locally.

At age 22 and now with a full time job, I was also looking for a lifetime partner.  I took 

the Greyhound Bus to Gatlinburg, Tennessee, at Thanksgiving to see one of my Berea College 

classmates, but I had to cut the visit short when a blizzard  rolled into the mountains.  I couldn’t 

be away from the dairy more than overnight.  I caught the last bus out of Gatlinburg before the 

snow closed down the highway over the Smokies.  “On top of old Smoky, all covered with snow, 

I lost my true lover for courtin'’ too slow.”

My problems with Uncle Sam were still hanging over me.  The Presidential appeal had 

been denied and I was required to appear for induction into the army.  I went back to 

Douglasville, Georgia, willing to cooperate with our government up to the point of taking the 

step which would place me in the Army and under military courts.  After all, Congress had 

passed legislation to accommodate those who for religious reasons were conscientiously opposed 

to war.  I hoped that somewhere along the line I would be given that I-O classification.
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During this time, I was 

corresponding with Winona Ruth 

Lotz, a classmate at Hartford 

Seminary Foundation up in 

Connecticut.  She was completing her 

Masters in Religious Education in the 

spring of 1953 and offered to come to 

Asheville that summer so that we 

could get better acquainted.  She took 

a job in Customer Service at Sears 

Roebuck in Asheville and was able to 

arrange for a room in the home of 

Keith and Elsa Mitchell just 1.4 miles 

from Warren Wilson.  I often walked 

that distance down the Riceville road to visit with her and she often came to Warren Wilson for 

special events.  

Keith Mitchell was pastor of the Riceville Presbyterian Church.  Elsa had been raised in 

Korea where her parents had been missionaries.   The Mitchells were wonderful friends.  We had 

one memorable day-long Thanksgiving dinner with them in 1953, cooking, eating, and stretching 

out on their wall to wall carpeting while listening to recordings of Howard Hanson, Bach, and 

Copeland and then eating again and again.  We were introduced to kimchi.

We began to make plans to marry in June and on June 6, 1954 we were married in the 

Danforth Chapel on the Berea College campus by three ministers:  Leon Sanborne, Charles 

James Lotz (Winona’s father), and Dr. Ira J. Martin, 3rd, one of my College professors.  We 

chose Berea because it was halfway between my family in Lithia Springs, Georgia and Winona’s 

family in Bloomington, Illinois.  When I applied for the marriage permit in the county seat of 
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Richmond, Kentucky, the clerk was curious where a Georgia boy and a girl from Illinois ever 

met.  When I told her that we met in Connecticut she was bemused.

Chapter 10.    Influenza

Cows don’t take holidays– they don’t take a break for New Years, Fourth of July, 

Thanksgiving, Christmas, or even Easter.  My first Easter at Warren Wilson Junior College as 

Dairy Manager and Agriculture Instructor, left me literally “holding the bag!”  

During the spring break of 1953, many students left campus, leaving me with a skeleton 

crew to run the dairy.  Then the flu hit and my crew of two or three boys came down with it.  I 

sent them to bed after the milking Saturday morning.  They needed the rest and, more 

importantly, raw milk could well be a means of spreading the virus to the entire remaining 

campus community.  
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I tackled the chore of milking by myself on 

Saturday afternoon.  It was a formidable task:  

climbing the silo and forking down more than 

a ton of silage, forking it again to distribute it 

in to the feed troughs, spreading fresh 

shavings in the stanchions and gutters, 

assembling the milking machines, bringing the 

cows in, scooping out measured amounts of 

grain for each individual cow, washing their 

udders and milking them, carrying each pail of 

milk to the milk room to be strained into cans,  

putting the 100 pound cans into the ice cold 

water bath, throwing down hay bales from the 

loft, breaking them up and distributing them to 

the cows, disassembling and scouring the 

milking equipment, removing any fresh 

manure, adding additional bedding where needed so the cows would have a clean spot in which 

to lie down, feeding the calves and the dry cows (those not giving milk in their 2-month rest 

before calving), and finally turning out the lights since it was dark by this time.

! Morning chores began at 4:00 Easter morning.  As the morning wore on, I 

realized that I was aching and chilling.  It was 10:00 before I headed for the school kitchen and 

begged some breakfast.  I then went to bed.  I woke up about 4:00 in the afternoon with a full 

fledged case of the flu.  As a young man (I had just turned 23) I felt it necessary to show my 

mettle as well as to get those cows milked; there wasn’t anyone else to do the job.  I would have 

to feed the potentially contaminated milk to the pigs.  Off I went to the dairy and, for the third 

time, milked the cows myself.  The aches and chills continued as I worked but I persisted and 

worked hard enough to work up a good sweat.  I’m sure I had a fever, too, but in a way it felt 

John in the milking barn with the only 
“grade” (unregistered) cow in the herd.  She 

was later killed while standing under a 
sycamore tree by a stroke of lightening.  The 
herd was now a registered herd by an act of 

God.
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good to work those sore muscles and “sweat the poisons out of my system”  as my mother would 

say.  Then, the fever broke and I knew that I had won!  

The boys were back on their feet Monday morning; I went down to get things started but 

left after the cows were milked and let the boys do the remaining chores.  It had been a good 

feeling to break that fever, conquer the flu, and prove to myself that I was a tough guy.
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Chapter 11.    Changes Astir

Warren Wilson Junior College was a wonderful school.  The work of creating and 

carrying on an intelligent community, whether it be peeling potatoes, typing a letter, shelving 

books, or milking cows, brought students, staff, and administration together in a healthy way.  

Each position was needed and of vital importance to everyone else.  We may have called it a 

Christian community although adjectives such as:  democratic, spiritual, loving, cooperative, and 

tolerant were included in what we meant by Christian and would have served as well.  Many of 

our students came from Cuba, Iran, Iraq, and other foreign countries.  Some were Christians, but 

others followed their own religions as they made their contributions to the democratic, spiritual, 

loving, cooperative, and tolerant community.  We did not need to call it Christian.

At that time, the school offered high school level courses as well as the junior college 

courses.  The Appalachian area surrounding Swannanoa, the nearest village to the College, still 

had students who were not prepared for college studies. We had about 250 students but the high 

school share was dwindling as access to schools in the mountain region improved.  Instead, we 

were getting more and more students, both in the high school and in the college who for one 

reason or another were not able to live at home.  More and more were coming from broken 

homes and more and more were emotionally troubled.

Bart Dean (not his real name) was assigned to my dairy crew the fall of 1954.  He was 

older than I.  I welcomed him more as a brother than as a student.  His foster parents generously 

sent him to Warren Wilson in search of a college education and degree.  He was of slight stature 

but was tough and able to tackle the chores at the dairy barn.  We talked at length as we milked 

the cows and I learned that he was an orphan and had served in the Army in Korea.  

Winona and I had married in June.  After completing the dairy chores each day, I, as a 

newlywed, headed home.  Bart, on the other hand, soon integrated himself into the religious life 
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of the campus.  He gained the respect of his fellow students and was often called on to lead 

vespers.

Our paths were diverging.  But, Bart seemed to seek more and more from my friendship 

and to expect me to be available to him at any time.  I had to turn him off at times in order to 

protect my married life.  During the months that followed, I began to realize that he was trying to 

pressure me into choosing between him and Winona.  He doled out information bit by bit:  that 

his orphanage had been in Canada; that it had burnt down and all records had been lost; that he 

was placed in an American foster home; that he volunteered for the Service, was captured in 

Korea, was tortured as a POW; and that there was a bill in Congress to give him American 

citizenship and veteran’s rights.  As each part of the story called for greater and greater 

sympathy, I became suspicious and more reserved.  The more reserved I became, the greater the 

story of trauma in his life became.

This was a dilemma for me.  I left college inspired to think that I could make a difference 

in the world.  Yet, here I was unwilling to reach out to just one individual.  I had the feeling that 

Bart was calling for someone to love him unconditionally and that if he found such a person, he 

would no longer feel the need to continually seek such affirmation.  I was not willing to be that 

person.  As he became more and more deeply imbedded in the religious life of the campus, I 

became more and more apprehensive.  I didn’t trust him!  Nor was I willing to try to take the 

time get to the bottom of it.

One evening, Bart was not on duty.   Milking had been completed and the dairy crew left 

for supper. I noticed that Blossom Hill Amanda Dunloggin, our top cow, was in labor.  I needed 

to be there to make sure that the birth had no complications. 

This was a great opportunity for staff and students to see a calf born.  After supper, a 

small group of us walked down to the dairy barn and assembled near the cow’s stall.  The 
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audience was distracting the cow from her labors, so I turned the lights out and we waited 

quietly and patiently.  

A car drove up to the barn, three men got out, went up the stairs into the hayloft, and lit 

cigarettes!  I broke the silence and boomed out, “There will be no smoking in this barn.”   The 

men were taken by surprise, jumped out of the barn’s second story, and sped away in their car, 

but not before another group of students arriving on the scene saw them.  One was Bart Dean!

Bart didn’t appear for classes or work for several days and his disappearance was 

reported to the police.  It was then that we learned that he was wanted by the FBI.  A year later, 

the Asheville Citizen carried a short piece saying that Bart Dean, under an alias, had been 

arrested in Kansas for embezzlement.  He was posing as the preacher in a small Presbyterian 

church.  

This taught me to trust my instincts about people.  It showed me that one can never be 

sure about another person’s life.  It also made me more realistic about my own ability to make 

much of a difference in this world.

Faculty meetings at that time were being given over to discussing the future of the 

college.  There was considerable wrestling with consciences over whether to gear up to serve 

troubled youth or to give emphases which would attract students with greater academic potential  

The latter was more attractive but I felt that the former was a more suitable mission for the 

Board of Home Missions of the Presbyterian Church.  In the end, the College decided to take the 

more attractive route and become a four year college.  I was pleased that the labor program 

would continue and that a focus would be made on international relations.  The school talked 

about becoming a “little United Nations.”
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I had now been at the school for three years.  Academic teachers usually take the summer 

off; you’ve heard it said, “There are three good reasons for being a teacher:  June, July, and 

August!”   I was tied down to 11 months by the dairy duties and by my contract.  

I had accomplished a lot during the three years at Warren Wilson— we had built a “base” 

and thus were able to sell surplus milk at top prices and we were getting our milk pasteurized.  

However, the Health Department wanted us to build a new, more sanitary milk room.  It became 

obvious that the College was reluctant to spend that money.  The Farm Manager considered the 

dairy operation to be in competition with his farm operations.  He was a good farmer, had been 

at the College for many years, and carried a good deal of weight.  I felt that I needed a break for 

the summer to gain some perspective from the demanding schedule and responsibility.

When I was offered a speaking role in a new outdoor drama being planned by Berea 

College, my alma mater, to celebrate its centennial, I requested a leave of absence for the 

summer.  My request was denied.  Winona and I, after much thought, finally decided to leave 

Warren Wilson.  By the time we made that decision, the speaking role was already filled but we 

were offered jobs in the drama as extras.  We notified the Warren Wilson College of our decision 

to leave.

The College decided to sell the dairy.  However, the students objected so strenuously that 

the College reversed its decision.  We did not wish to change our minds and stay on.  The 

College appointed one of my students, Gene Hileman, as dairy manager to carry on.  By the end 

of the summer, however, the College had found a buyer, sold the herd, and prepared to close the 

dairy down.

Winona and I became actors!
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Chapter 12.    We Join a Commune

The word “commune”  was a dangerous word back in 1955.  The United States was in a 

“cold war”  and considered communism to be the mortal enemy of democracy.  Anything labeled, 

“C,”   colored “red,”  or even “pink”  by anybody was considered too dangerously subversive to 

tolerate, whether it was or was not.  McCarthyism was at its peak.  Co-operation was suspect 

although Competition was not.  Our leaders and most of our citizens considered that there was a 

master plot by Russian leaders to take over the entire world.  Our relations with our neighbors 

and with the rest of the world were colored by this outlook.  

Barbara Geouge, a lovely blond student at Warren Wilson College, told my wife,Winona, 

about a community in a high mountain valley north of the college, in Yancey County, North 

Carolina in which the members owned the land in common.  Her parents, mountain people and 

natives of the county, had joined the community.  The members were trying to create a society in 

which neighbors cared for each other and for the land.  No one dominated, everything was done 

by consensus.  Some of the members had been conscientious objectors and many were Quakers.  

Winona was interested!  She made contact with the community leaders.

One Sunday in the winter of 1954-55 we arranged a ride up to see this utopian society.    

The community is legally named Celo Community, Inc. and is located in the South Toe (for the 

Indian term Estatoe) valley which is formed by the Black Mountain range running from Mt. Celo 

(also from an Indian word) to Mt. Mitchell (the highest peak in eastern United States) on one 

side and Seven Mile Ridge on the other.  We attended the Quaker Meeting which was held in 

what was formerly a goat shed.  It was furbished with very pleasing benches made of wormy 

chestnut, a floor of light colored pebbles, and a spectacular view of the Black Mountain range.  

At the meeting for worship, attenders sit in silence and thoughtfully align themselves both 

individually and corporately with “the light within.”   When moved to share from this inward 

worship and communion, individuals may stand and speak, often in an eloquence of sincerity 

flowing directly from heart and soul.  This was my first Quaker meeting.  After a period of 
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centering in on the silence, a widow spoke up about some difficult problem she was having in 

raising two teenage boys.  A series of responses followed, all thoughtful and displaying 

uncommon sensitivity, as various attenders were led to “minister”  to the lady’s needs, both 

material and spiritual.  I was struck by the contrast between this communal type of worship and 

the hierarchical Presbyterian services at Warren Wilson College where the preacher sermonized 

and the worshipers only listened.

After the Quaker meeting we were invited to have lunch with Bob and Dottie Barrus and 

then to meet with several Community members.  We learned that the Community owned 1,250 

acres and that individual families, after a period of trial membership, could take out a “holding,” 

somewhat like a lease, for a homestead but with restrictions.  The arrangement is not all that 

different from those of today’s condominiums. 

The charter of the corporation outlines a broad purpose. 

… to encourage and assist in the establishment of homes and small holdings; to assist in 

developing means for subsistence for persons, so located; to carry on research, 

experiments and demonstrations in community organization and development, in the 

development of vocations and in establishing men and women in suitable vocations; to 

assist in studying and development of the resources and economic possibilities of Western 

North Carolina and adjacent regions with the view of helping families to become 

economically and socially established… website http://www.press.uillinois.edu/epub/

books/hicks/ch9.html

The Community’s brochure stated that the Community

"is not an attempt to escape the problems of the world. Some necessary escape it does 

offer, members believe, from commercialized distractions that hinder cultivation of lives 

capable of creating peace. Such cultivation is the central problem which like-minded 

persons are invited to share.... As to the future, the pattern  remains flexible, leaving 
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individuals and small groups within the Community free to experiment with more 

specialized patterns." 

Winona, with her background in religious education at Hartford Seminary (she had 

completed her Master), had definite ideas about raising children and this type of community 

seemed like an ideal place.  I, still suffering from the stigma of having been forced to pit personal 

conscience against national sentiment, welcomed the thought of living in a community where the 

individual was given respect and encouragement.  

Winona and I decided to leave Warren Wilson and apply for membership in Celo 

Community, Inc.  The plan was to join the cast of Wilderness Road for the summer.  Then I 

would take training as a Dairy Herd Improvement Association Supervisor and take a job 

servicing the dairy farms in Western North Carolina while I built my own dairy farm on idle 

Community property.  

The speaking part in Wilderness Road had been given to someone else but we were both 

hired as dances and as refugees in one scene.  I was also a homesick Union soldier, got to carry 

the Stars and Stripes up the mountain, and get shot.  We liked the script very much.  It showed an 

Appalachian community divided by the Civil War. The hero was forced to choose between the 

Bible in his right hand and the gun in his left.  In one scene, Confederate sympathizers gathered 

to the right side of the stage and the Union sympathizers to the left. Simultaneously, both prayed 

to God for victory—“…for our cause is just…” they both intoned.

We arranged to house-sit for Rev. Leon and Marion Sanborne during the summer and to 

rent out their bedrooms for the influx of tourists expected to come to see the drama.  We also 

secured jobs at a hospitality desk at Boone Tavern, Berea College’s hotel, where we made the 

assignments for overflow of guests in private homes (including the parsonage) when there were 
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no hotel or motel rooms available.  I also obtained the job of transcribing into a new notebook 

the music for the Berea College chimes which had fallen into disarray.  It was a successful 

summer and we ended with $500 available to get started in Celo Community.  We had also 

started our family.

Warren Wilson, when I submitted my resignation, decided to close its dairy operation.  

However, the students objected so strongly that the decision was reversed and Gene Hileman, 

one of my students, was put in charge of the dairy.  Before leaving Warren Wilson, I purchased 

three heifers from which to start my own herd and arranged with Paul Geouge, Barbara’s father, 

not only to take care of the animals for the summer, but to become my partner.  I felt that 

dairying should be a partnership so that no one was required to be on duty 365 days a year.

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 107! 3/9/12



!      

Winona’s parents sold us their old Studebaker when we left Warren Wilson. We rented a 

U-Hual and moved our belongings from Warren Wilson to their place in Quincy, Illinois where 

Winona could stay while I took my D.H.I.A. training.  In the fall, after completing the training, 

we moved to Celo and I took up my duties weighing the production of each cow in herds 

enrolled in the program, running butterfat tests, and calculating figures to show each cow’s net 

profit.  Membership in D.H.I.A. is voluntary and herd owners pay for the service which is 

supervised by the United States Department of Agriculture.  Dairy herds in Western North 

Carolina were scattered over a wide area with mountainous roads between.  In order to take a 

sample of the production of each cow in a twenty-four hour period, I  had to spend the night at 

each farm.  Winona sometimes went with me and was plucky enough to actually take the 

samples at one farm while I went to a second one nearby.  As the pregnancy progressed, she 

stayed at home and, when Paul was otherwise engaged, even milked our big cow, Blossom Hill 

Amanda Dunloggin.
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Yes, we bought her from Warren Wilson College and moved her up the mountains to 

Celo!  Here’s how it happened: the College decided to sell the dairy herd toward the end of the 

summer.  Richard Queen, who already owned a dairy herd in Maggie Valley, bought the College 

herd to add to his.  The deal did not include a few animals which he deemed not worth buying.  

One was Asheville Querido Texal Agatha, the matriarch of the herd.  She had been a fine cow, 

producing a calf regularly each year, but was aging.  Blossom Hill Amanda Dunloggin was 

nearing the end of a spectacular lactation which had stretched her udder so that it hung low.  

Richard’s comment, reported to me when I was brought up to date on the status of the dairy at 

Warren Wilson, was, “I wouldn’t have a cow with an udder like that in my herd.”   Her record 

breaking production had not yet been published and was, in fact, terminated on the 300th day of 

her lactation (305 days is standard) when the herd was sold.  She had produced more than 13 

tons of milk in that one lactation!

I went over to Warren Wilson and after checking on these two cows (yes, I did the arm 

exam and found both of them were pregnant) I looked up ‘Fessor Larsen, the farm manager to 

find out what he planned to do with them.  He planned to slaughter them for the kitchen.  I asked 

if he wouldn’t rather have nice tender beef animals instead of tough old cows and told him that I 

would be interested in trading with him.  He agreed.  I purchased to nice young steers for the 

College and Blossom Hill Amanda Duloggin and Asheville Querido Texal Agatha added some 

high class bloodlines to the Celo herd,  We were into the dairy business faster than we had 

hoped!

That first winter, I constructed a lean-to shed for our cows and purchased hay.  I went 

about sizing up the amount of hay in a stack with tape measure and conversion tables much to 

the amusement of the local farmer I was dealing with.  He knew from long experience how much 

hay was in the stack and what it was worth.  I, being green in such matters as stacked hay, had to 

prove to myself that I wasn’t being taken advantage of.  We struck a deal and Paul helped move 

the hay to Celo by the same means that he had used to move the cows— on his flatbed truck, a 

vital piece of equipment.
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As spring approached, I was able to buy a used tractor, plow, harrow, mower, and hayrake 

from one of the D.H.I.A. herds and prepare to produce our own hay and pasture.  The tractor, a 

John Deere B, had only two cylinders which were mounted on their sides.  The tractor appeared 

to have no motor and made a characteristic “put-put”  when running.  During the summer, Paul 

showed me how to stack hay properly so that it would shed water.  All five of our cows had 

heifer (female) calves, thus doubling the size of our herd.  We sold fresh milk to our grateful 

neighbors.  Paul’s wife, Pearl, strained and bottled it and collected the money.  Winona kept the 

books.

By the end of that first year it became apparent that D.H.I.A. supervisors in western 

North Carolina could not expect to make a decent living.  Travel time and mileage limited 

realized income.  The flexible schedule was nice and it was quite interesting to see various dairy 

farm operations and to meet the people who devoted their lives to producing milk.  But, I could 

see that I must find another job.  I was hired to teach science and math at Micaville High School 

in the fall of 1956.

At age 26, men can be incredibly strong, resilient, and ready to conquer the world.  For 

three years I did the morning milking chores, hauled the cans of milk to Robinsons Dairy for 

processing, put in a full day of teaching, did the evening chores, graded papers and made lesson 

plans, and tackled improvements to the “farm”  on weekends.  I was the cow man and Paul and 

his truck hauled feed, cinder blocks for a milk room, a used metal silo, hemlock lumber for a 

respectable barn, and carried on with his landscaping and forestry jobs to provide his own major 

source of his income.  Being “homesteaders” and a father was pretty heady stuff!
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Chapter 13.    Public School Teacher

I like teaching.  I admit that I’m not best suited for the public school classroom but I liked 

being in a position to explore the world with young people when I began my public school 

teaching career at Micaville High School in Yancey County, North Carolina the fall of 1956 and I 

still do.  I had already taught college level classes for three years at Warren Wilson Junior 

College before becoming a teacher at Micaville.  Public school teaching, I found, presented 

certain challenges.  Would I be up to them?

I quickly learned that there are some students in public schools who don’t want to be in 

school.  That had not been true at Warren Wilson.  In public schools, however, there are all levels 

of motivation, academic readiness, family support, and individual intellectual aptitudes.  

Gerald (not his real name) was one of my first challenges.  He was brighter than most of 

the students in my 9th grade mathematics class, was well-mannered, strongly built, and from 

Colbert’s Creek, a Class IV1  section of Yancey county (a War on Poverty designation).  His 

mentors were his father, uncles, and other men in the community who were respected for their 

expertise in felling trees, pulling galax, hunting fox and bear, or finding ginseng to dig and sell.  

Book l’arning was no match for woods savvy among the survival skills required by such a life. 

Yancey County is bisected by the Black Mountain Range and has isolated communities scattered 

in  high mountain Appalachian valleys.  Gerald’s mind responded to the mental challenges of our 

mathematical puzzles and he did well on tests, but I learned that he was planning to drop out of 

school.

He told me, “I’m sixteen now and there are things I would like to be doing at home.  My 

parents could use my help and I find it hard to concentrate when I could be out doing things.”   I 

discussed the matter with him and told him that a whole new world would open to a bright young 

man like him if he completed high school.  His family and his independence meant more to him 
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than any such promises about a world he knew little about.  Upon attaining age 16, North 

Carolina youth were permitted by law to quit school. 

I felt a sense of loss when Gerald did drop out.  I also had to question myself about 

making judgments concerning what was rightfully his choice.  I met him after school one fine 

spring day with two of his comrades as I was going home after a full day of one class after 

another.  The boys were out hunting and looked so relaxed and confident.  This raised other 

questions in my mind, but this time about my own choices.  I was burning the candle at both 

ends– milking my cows and teaching school.  There was no time in my life to go out hunting; no 

time to enjoy a beautiful day.  I had my hands full trying to keep my students interested in school 

and certain ones from taking out their personal frustrations in life on the rest of us.  And my 

family!  Yes, I had to admit that I envied Gerald.  He perhaps had a natural wisdom which I 

lacked.

Keeping students interested required creativity.  During my first year of public school 

teaching at Micaville, I taught a 10th grade biology class.  We had no laboratory, just a classroom 

which was shared by other teachers during the day.  There was no chance for normal biology 

projects.  I thought it might be fun to produce biology programs for the local radio.  The class 

agreed.  We took chapters from Paul DeKruif’s Microbe Hunters and wrote radio scripts.  There 

were chapters on Leeuwenhoek: First of the Microbe Hunters, Spallanzani: Microbes Must Have 

Parents, Pasteur: Microbes Are A Menace!, Koch: The Death Fighter, Walter Reed: In the Interest 

of Science-and for Humanity, Paul Ehrlich: The Magic Bullet, and others.  The students each 

wrote a radio script for one of these fourteen true stories about these great pioneers who first 

dared to explore the unknown world of disease.  I then consolidated the scripts into a class 

version.  We assigned parts, invented sound effects, rehearsed, and finally recorded the 

production on my wire recorder.  

You don’t know what a wire recorder is?  It preceded the tape recorder which preceded 

the cassette recorder which preceded the Compact Disc and DVD.  The wire recorder provided 
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the first opportunity for the rank and file to record themselves.  It was fabulous for the students to 

hear their own voice as other people heard them.  Recording was made magnetically just like on 

a tape recorder except that very fine piano wire was used in place of tape.  When the wire broke, 

it was quite a mess.  Broken ends could be tied together with a tiny square knot if the mess could 

be untangled.  Perhaps we shared one or two episodes on the local radio.

Discipline in the classroom also required creativity.  The students knew that I was a soft 

teacher and would bend over backwards to be fair—not the best attribute for a public school 

teacher.  The 9th grade was especially noisy and disorderly which made it difficult at times to 

focus on the lesson.  Yet, most of the students wanted a more orderly class.  

I turned the class into a club and we learned Roberts Rules of Order.  No one was to 

speak without being recognized and given the floor.  Motions were made, seconded and voted on 

to establish rules of behavior.  We elected officers and organized a rotating roster of “policemen.”  

The only stipulation I insisted on, in my position as teacher, was that I would be the one to deal 

out the punishment.  

Our class was a model class for a couple of weeks.  Then one day, three boys (what can 

one expect from 15 year old men/boys confined to a classroom) were talking without having 

raised their hands and were reported to me for punishment.  I had already determined that when 

it came to punishment I would not be soft because the whole system would lose the students’ 

respect and I would soon spend all of my time dolefully doling out punishment.  That was not a 

situation I was willing to allow.  I had a varnished oak slat from a chair-back at the ready.

The three boys, to their credit, lined up for punishment without argument nor complaint.  

Philip Grindstaff (that is his real name and he was a fine young man from Blue Rock Road) was 

first in line.  He bent over to receive the paddling, three strikes he was told.  
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I knew how to flick the wrist and let the slat rebound so that it would sting and not bruise.  

The smart from the first strike caught Philip by surprise and he went from a forward bend to 

straight up.  With the second strike (he took his punishment like a man) his back sprung into an 

arc so as to remove his buttocks as far as possible from the paddle.  With the third smack he was 

headed for his seat.  Punishment for the next two boys was heightened in that they were cringing 

before they were struck.

We had no more trouble for a few days.  Then the system began to fall apart.  There were 

arguments among the police about whether someone had broken a rule or not.  Strict adherence 

to the rules inhibited spontaneity.  Students began to let their grudges motivate their police work.  

We finally had to abandon the club method of government and go back to putting the teacher in 

control.  At least the students gained some understanding of how difficult it is to live together 

harmoniously and were more supportive of me as a teacher.  I think they liked me, too.

One day, after the 9th grade math class were settled in their seats, I began to explain our 

mathematical operation for the day’s lesson.  When I turned to write to figures on the blackboard, 

104 paper airplanes came hurtling at me. They had folded the planes in study hall without the 

supervising teacher being aware of it, had counted them, and launched them in a surprise attack 

at a strategic time when my back was turned.   I thought it was great fun and was amazed that 

they showed budding abilities as strategic planners.  

Micaville High School was built about 1936 of local stone by the WPA.  The stone was 

black granite or gneiss.  School was called off one bitterly cold day because a toilet in the boy’s 

bathroom had been overflowing all night.  There were no drains in the cement floor and the toilet 

water had run down the hall to the front door, seeped under the door, and was frozen on the front 

steps.  In 1954, a new high school was built and students from the entire county were bussed 

over the winding mountain roads to Burnsville, the county seat.  Micaville School continued to 

operate but only for grades 1-8.  I stayed at Micaville and was given one of two sections of the 

7th grade.  I kept the same students for the entire day in a frame building built up on stilts and 
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with our own pot bellied stove.  I liked it that way and got to be very good friends with many of 

my students during the years teaching 7th graders.  I taught everything from English to health.  It 

was health that got me into trouble.

I noticed in material circulated by the State that there was a film on menstruation being 

circulated for free by Walt Disney.  I talked it over with Sara Silver, the other 7th grade teacher. 

who was a local woman and had years of teaching experience.  We were good friends and had 

similar views about education.  We decided to make it a joint project.

Students in the 7th grade are entering puberty.  Teasing about gender and who likes 

whom had begun to be an issue in our classes and more particularly on the playground.  There 

was tension between the boys and girls as they began to define their roles in life.  We thought it 

would be healthiest to bring the issue out into the open and The Story of Menstruation would be 

the beginning.

We told the students about our plan and asked them to get permission to see the movie 

from their parents.  Then we discussed whether boys and girls should see it separately or 

together.  They decided to see it together.  Dennis Howell (real name) provided unusual wisdom 

for someone so young in these matters.  He said, “We’ll be spending most of our life with 

someone of the opposite sex.”   Dennis was a leader among his classmates and his insight 

convinced the class that we should all see it together.  Sara’s class agreed.  Only about three 

students did not get permission and were given a study period in Sara’s room while the rest of us 

watched the film.

The movie made use of animation to tastefully go through the biological process of 

menstruation.  The students were impressed and appreciated being given this vital information.  

Relations between the boys and girls improved dramatically afterwards and the boys began 

treating the girls with real respect.  The taunting stopped.  I was proud of our delightful little 

gentlemen and our blossoming young women.
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There must have been a few 

parents who became alarmed after 

the movie was shown.  A father of 

one of the boy-crazy girls (I won’t 

divulge her name but she is in the 

photo) said, “My daughter already 

knows more than she should.”   I 

was called in to meet with the 

school board.  They couldn’t do 

anything to me because Sara and I 

had collaborated, we had gotten 

permission from the principal, and 

we had permission from the parents.  

The chairman of the school board, 

however, extracted a promise from 

me not to ever show the film again.

Perhaps the chairman had a grudge against me although I think it more likely that it was 

his wife who questioned my abilities.  Their son was in my class.  Benny (not his real name) was 

14 years old and had been sent to private schools after he had failed in public school (most 7th 

graders are 11 or 12).  His I.Q. was 70 and he was illiterate.  He was a nice enough kid and had 

been given lots of advantages.  I put him on a 1st grade reading workbook and had gotten him 

into 2nd grade reading in about 5 months.  Benny liked me and bought me a flashlight as a 

Christmas present.

His mother was pleased, I’m sure.  But she was always pushing the poor lad beyond his 

capabilities and this made him feel like a failure even though she loved him dearly.  She brought 

him to school in her expensive car and picked him up.  The other parents did not have such a 

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 116! 3/9/12



luxury of time or a personal vehicle.  This made Benny different from the other children.  At 

recess, he hung around the corners of our building by himself and didn’t enter into games.  One 

day his mother brought me a new ball and bat and asked me to make the other students play with 

Benny; she had given him a new ball glove.

Somewhere around March, one of my students threw up on the bus on the way home.  

The preliminary diagnosis by the family doctor was spinal meningitis.  The soiled bus delivered 

students back to the school the next day before health officials descended and quarantined all the 

students who had been on the bus and all of the students in my room.  After lunch, the principal 

(who shall also remain nameless) came to me with a bottle of Lysol.  “I want you to get some of 

your students to disinfect the bus before school is out.”  he said.  “They have already been 

exposed.”   I was angry with him.  “Where is the janitor,”  I thought, and “I would take it better if 

you just asked ME to clean it up, but NOT my students.”   He could have offered to sit in my 

classroom while I cleaned the vomit up.  And why hadn’t it been cleaned up before the morning 

run?

I don’t shy away from tough work and knew that the most important thing was to get that 

bus cleaned up before school let out.  I explained the situation to my class and asked for a couple 

of volunteers for this nasty and dangerous job.  Ronnie and Lonnie (the twins real names) 

volunteered, and so did Benny!  We did a thorough job of it and used the entire bottle of Lysol 

during afternoon recess.  When we all reassembled, in my room I announced that these three 

heros had earned an A in citizenship for the term regardless of what they did on tests or 

homework.

When Benny was picked up after school and told his mother what had happened, she 

made a beeline for the doctor’s office.  It was packed with other parents.  Benny’s mother, I’m 

told, took the opportunity to roundly and repetitively berate me for exposing her darling boy to 

such a hazard.  I had made Benny a hero but she turned me into a villain.  Benny digressed after 

that episode, refused to work for me, and during recess a few days later stuffed orange peels into 

my car’s radiator fins.
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I resigned at the end of the school year to give all of my energies to the dairy.  The 

superintendent’s son-in-law replaced me.  He had not yet finished college.  The superintendent’s 

wife, a qualified teacher, taught in the elementary school.  Their son, who had failed several 

attempts to graduate from college was also put on the faculty while their daughter was kept busy 

substitute teaching.  Yancey County politicians used the school system for patronage; schools 

offered some of the best paying jobs in this economically challenged region.

In spite of the system, I look back on those days in the classroom with warm feelings and 

a great deal of satisfaction.  When we left Celo in 1960, I took a job teaching 7th grade for one 

year in Swannanoa, North Carolina before going back to school myself for graduate studies.

My 7th grade English class in 1961 wrote and produced a play, “Romeo and Julie”  (the 

student’s choice), set in Appalachia (the teacher’s choice).  Romeo, played by David Fawcette, 

pulls a turkey wishbone in a contest with Hoyt Pruitt for the affections of Julie, played by 

Ginger, not pictures.  We gathered appropriate props, made scenery, stone wall, rail fence, and 

played to the entire student body at Swannanoa School in Buncombe County, NC.

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 118! 3/9/12



Chapter 14.    A Personal Story

Risse, my second wife, died of cancer after a life-and-death struggle with the grim reaper. 

Risse’s chief characteristic was her love of life. She loved people and especially her identical 

twin granddaughters, Katey and Betsy. She wanted so much to see those girls through high 

school, college, careers, and marriage. Risse had given them devoted attention during their 

formative years. She wanted to “be there”  (as the TV commercial puts it) for the two girls and 

never lost the hope, even to her last breath, that she could win.

After she had retired from thirty-six years of teaching and then marrying me, Risse had 

been active in our Berea community. She became President of the local chapter of Daughters of 

the American Revolution and was employed as Secretary for the Berea Chamber of Commerce—

until the cancer started to take its toll. She fought the cancer valiantly. I took a leave of absence 

from teaching at Berea College and fought by her side.  It wasn’t easy.  

The medical monitoring, the various treatments, and  the cancer itself were not pretty.  

There were times when I would have given up—even welcomed an end to the struggle.  But 

Risse chose to live and I respected, even admired, that choice.

On April 8, 1991, after two and a half years, we lost the battle.  Her daughter, sister, and 

granddaughters were there, but it was during my shift that she expired. It was a warm spring 

morning and we had the window to the bedroom open.  Just after she took her last breath, the 

College chimes rang five o’clock. I woke my stepdaughter, Becky (the twin’s mother); Risse’s 

sister, Ramona; and, after a time of sharing and calling Hospice, we woke the twins. The funeral 

director was called, and the coroner notified. Betsy, age thirteen, with great courage and in an 

expression of the deep love she had for her grandmother, asked to be allowed to help Ramona 

prepare Risse’s hair for the final viewing at the funeral parlor. 
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There are so many decisions forced upon you when a loved one dies. The immediate ones 

demand your attention for the first few days and carry you through the initial time of adjustment. 

It wasn’t until after the funeral and taking care of the required legal matters that the enormity of 

the loss began to sink in emotionally. Each of us went our own way. I joined my sister and her 

husband on a trip to Arkansas to visit their daughter and her family.  Then I journeyed to 

Denmark to be with my son and his family.  I needed to get away from the failure, to let my 

wounded spirit heal, to apply the generous love of family members, to sit alone under the Danish 

sky with larks’ exuberant cadences high overhead.  But, too shortly, I had to return home to face 

unanswered questions which no one other than yourself can answer. Facing them was scary 

because I realized that I may not find the answers.  The dark pit of death is indeed the arch 

enemy of life.

One night, after a citizen’s forum about world affairs in which John Ed Pearce, Risse’s 

favorite Courier Journal columnist, in person painted a hopeless, dismal view of the world’s 

economic, moral, and social condition.  Afterwards, I could have gone out with friends to discuss 

the only remedy Pearce offered:  “In small, little ways try to remove yourself from the evils of 

the system.”   But I went home alone.  Somehow, the time had come for me to take responsibility 

for my own life rather than running to others for comfort and answers.  At first I couldn’t face it. 

I finally screwed up enough courage to admit to myself that I couldn’t be alone and, after great 

hesitation, telephoned my son, Martin, who lived in town.  I asked what he and his wife were 

doing. They perceptively invited me to come out to watch TV with them.  But when I arrived, 

they turned off the TV and they gave me their full attention.  We didn’t discuss weighty matters 

and I went home after a couple hours af chatting.

When I returned home, suddenly, a great weight was lifted from my shoulders!  I had 

exhausted all of my detours.  There was no where else to turn. I had reached the end of my rope. 

Now I was finally face to face with ultimate reality and was emotionally forced to acknowledge 

that—I was not in control of the universe! 
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Risse and I had loved briefly, fought death, and lost.  How could one accept that?  It was 

beyond me.  Somehow, the necessity to figure it all out was taken from me that night.  But, not 

only was any responsibility for Risse’s death taken from me, so was responsibility for all the ills 

of the world, even those beyond the ones so convincingly outlined by John Ed Pearce. I was no 

longer hanging onto the rope to which I had tied myself.  I could drift and operate in a world I 

didn’t understand.

My mother often spoke of “acceptance,”  and I had thought that I understood what she 

meant:  that we do not always understand what God has in mind but by faith can accept whatever 

happens.  Yet, my faith had been egocentric and I had assumed that I did know right from wrong 

and had a responsibility to set the world aright. This implied that I knew the mind of God.  That 

kind of faith, which put my personal limits upon God, put a tremendous burden on my shoulders. 

I had seen myself as a special emissary of God Almighty to the world—a heavy responsibility 

indeed.

But now, my view of acceptance broadened considerably.  I no longer tried to second-

guess God; I could accept the world as it is; I was demoted from special emissary to an equal 

rank with all of God’s creatures.  I had fought death and lost; I couldn’t understand why and 

suddenly had no need to understand.  I could revel in all of life’s experiences.

One option at this point was to lose my faith entirely, but, instead, my faith deepened and 

broadened and I finally, and truly was able to let go. I believe, now, that is more likely what my 

mother really meant when she talked of the importance of acceptance. 

By letting go, I was no longer required to make sense of it all.  By accepting God’s 

creation as given, and as I experienced it in small little ways, life became a marvelous adventure 

and death an inscrutable end to my small part in it.  The lives of all people--those I understood 

and those I did not understand, alike, became new windows into the divine arrangement of God’s 

universe.
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I was still responsible, perhaps even more responsible, to use my life in the highest and 

best service according to my understanding.  I did not change my commitments to being honest, 

generous, loving, and faithful. Curiously,  I became a joyful person, delighting in the great vistas 

and the minute details.  So much of the adventure of life is filled with joy. Not having the 

responsibility to understand and realizing that my own perceptions might be cockeyed, meant 

that even the gruesome, painful, and violent parts of life held less threat and had new lessons to 

teach. This has freed me from myself and allowed a love of life far beyond myself. Death has no 

hold on such a life.

We live, we die. Some love—except I can’t be sure they do. Some take a chance—or 

maybe they don’t. Some step into the unknown and life responds while others step into the 

unknown and become unknown. Some speak—and are understood or misunderstood. Are there 

no answers, only questions?  The answer is there, buried alive.
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Chapter 15.    She Was A Diamond In The Rough

My mother was a gem; her parents named her Gertrude Eleanor Martin, well aware that 

the initials were G.E.M.   But, like a diamond in the rough, she took some polishing.  Perhaps 

she was a tomboy by nature or perhaps she found her niche on her father’s knee in reaction to 

Lydia, an older sister, who had feminine demeanor and long blond hair.  Gertrude, in addition to 

having that swarthy, Germanic name, which she detested, had nondescript brown hair.  She 

preferred the company of Gus and Ed, her two older brothers.  The boys shouldered real 

homestead responsibilities while Lydia’s job, at age four, was to look after her younger sister and 

assist their mother running a busy household.  It must have been irksome for Lydia to keep up 

with that little tyke who was forever running outside to explore the jungle around their home.  

Lydia often found Gert tagging along after her father as he made his rounds as Superintendent of 

the Moravian Mission on the Miskito Coast of Nicaragua.

Gert was born on December 28, 1904 in Bluefields Nicaragua at the Moravian Mission.  . 

Life at the Mission was not easy. Her father, Theo, had to deal with disease, famine, hurricanes, a 

threatening government, meager supplies, and personnel problems.  Children grew up quickly in 

such an environment.  They learned to take responsibility at an early age.  Lizzie and Theo took 

the responsibilities of parenthood seriously but they also took its delights to heart.  There were 

morning prayers with singing and scripture and evening prayers each evening before bedtime.  

Lizzie was artistic and created projects for her two girls, showing them how to create an 

extraordinary home from ordinary resources.  Theo, although usually serious, had a gleam in his 

eye which surfaced now and then when he created a clever prank to add zest and fun to life.  The 

polishing of G.E.M. had begun.  It was a process of turning a tough little girl into a well cut 

diamond with a mischievous glint.

By 1907, the family, now numbering five with the addition of Pearl in 1906, left 

Nicaragua.  Malaria and the rigors of the Miskito Coast had taken their toll on Theo’s health.  

Their first stop was Herrnhut, Germany, headquarters of the Moravian Church and home of both 
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Theo’s and Lizzie’s parents.  It had been ten years since they had seen each other and the first 

(and last) time the grandchildren would meet their grandparents.  After debriefing about 

Nicaragua with the church elders, the couple was assigned to a German-speaking church at 

Laketown, Minnesota where the climate should be better for his health.  However, there would 

be time enroute to America for stops in Christiansfeld, Denmark to visit Theo’s brother Frederick 

and in Tytherton, England to visit Lizzie’s sisters.  This would provide the Martin children a 

chance to meet their English cousins.

Lizzie was beside herself with excitement at the prospect of seeing her sisters and 

meeting their children.  Theo looked forward to long discussions with his brother about 

conditions on the mission field and within the Moravian Church.  While in Germany, the Martins 

had been able to get new clothes for their growing children.  Lizzie wanted them to look their 

best for their arrival in England.   But the boys needed haircuts before leaving Denmark for 

England.

In Christiansfeld, Theo and his brother Fred rounded up Gus and Ed for a trip to the 

barber shop.  Gertrude, always ready to go out with her father, took her father’s hand as they 

started down the street.  Theo knew that Lizzie would welcome a chance to work with Lydia, free 

from the distractions of the inquisitive three-year-old.  Lizzie was busily packing for the next leg 

of the trip and wrapping gifts for her sisters.  Theo really didn’t give much thought to such 

matters, but he loved his little ‘gem’ and liked her company.   

At the barber shop Theo told the barber to shave the boys’ heads; a haircut by a 

professional was truly a luxury for the Martins and would have to last his boys for several 

months, at least until they got settled in Minnesota.  While Gus and then Ed’s locks tumbled to 

the floor, Gert sat patiently in a chair next to her father while he was totally engrossed in telling 

Fred about the time he crossed the isthmus from Bluefields to Managua to plead the case of the 

Moravian mission directly with government officials.  A storm had blown up making the crossing 

of rivers and mountains more treacherous than it was in the best of weather.  In addition, most 
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Nicaraguans were suspicious of anyone helping the Miskito Indians and government officials 

were threatening to expel the Moravians.

When Ed dismounted the barber’s chair, Gertrude took her turn and had her head shaved.  

It wasn’t until she dismounted and again took her seat next to her father— and the barber 

approached him for payment— that Theo was brought back to the present.  When he saw the 

shorn Gertrude, his heart must have sunk.  How could he explain this to Lizzie?  The barber 

shrugged his shoulders and insisted on payment for all three haircuts.  The Danes were not all 

that friendly toward Germans and considered Moravians to be especially suspect.

It was with considerable consternation that Theo returned to Lizzie with three shaved 

heads instead of two.  But Lizzie, while on the mission field, had been through much greater 

trauma than a simple haircut.  The hair would repair itself and the humor of the situation could 

Bea Connor, Gus Martin, Ed Martin, Louise Connor, Lydia Martin, Gertrude Martin, Dick 
Connor, Pearl Martin  in Haversford West, Wales.
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not be denied.  She went ahead with the plans to take a family photograph but insisted that Theo 

take the somewhat bewildered Gertrude next to him when the parents were in the picture. 

Six years later Theo was diagnosed as having contracted tuberculosis.  Pearl says that he 

contracted it in Minnesota from one of his parishioners.  He was sent off to different 

sanatoriums.  A friend in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, hearing of the Martin’s situation, urged the 

Martins to buy a small farm in nearby Macungie.  Gus and Ed were already in a boarding school 

at Nazareth Hall just east of Bethlehem.  Lizzie went down for the summer and, with the two 

boys, made the place ready for the whole family.  Lydia was left behind to manage the household 

and again was placed in the role of older sister.  

**The Moravians believed in education and saw to it that the children of missionaries 

were provided with school opportunities.  Gertrude was sent to boarding school at Linden Hall in 

Lititz, Pennsylvania when she was eleven.  She was a very good student and very well behaved.  

She missed her family very much but had already learned to be tough and keep emotions in 

control.  She received 4’s in conduct (respect to teachers, kindness and courtesy, habits of order, 

observance of rules, diligence, punctuality, and general deportment), and an average of 91.3 in 

her classes (reading, writing, spelling, grammar, algebra, geography, history, elocution, sewing, 

physical culture, chorus, and nature study).  The diamond was being polished!

While attending Moravian College for Women, Gertrude met the man of her dreams. She 

knew that this was the right man for her; it was love at first sight for both of them and they 

quickly found that they had a common social vision.  After graduating from college and teaching 

school for one year, she and John planned to marry.  Theo was not happy with her choice because 

John had dropped out of school in the seventh grade, was a Presbyterian, and a steelworker.  But 

he finally gave his blessing to his strong-willed daughter and agreed to be one of five ministers in 

the wedding.
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Gertrude and John made a real team.  There was 

no distinction between the world of women and the 

world of men.  They were jointly committed to family, 

community, church, and workplace.  John spent 

seventeen years in the steel mills during the turbulent 

times of the Great Depression and although Gertrude 

did not work in the mills, she was active in helping John 

organize the workers and their wives to bargain for a 

fairer share of the fruits of their labors.  John became 

the first president of the Bethlehem local union.  

Gertrude helped discuss strategies,  write speeches, 

make mailings, and contact community leaders.  John, 

on the other hand, gave a lot of attention to raising four 

children by taking them to the zoo, the World’s Fair, out 

for Sunday dinner, and on other fun or educational trips.

When John lost his job with Bethlehem Steel because of his leadership in organizing the 

union, the United Steelworkers of American put him on their staff.  This meant working in other 

communities where unions were being organized.  When organizing Armco Steel in Ashland, 

Kentucky developed into a long campaign, the family moved to Ashland so that the “team” 

would be together.  As John’s skills in interpreting the needs and aspirations of working people to 

community leaders became more and more apparent, John was put on the national staff of the 

CIO.  Columbus, Ohio, with its airport and central location was chosen as the next home base.  

Then came the Southern Drive and the family moved to Georgia.  Finally John joined the 

national staff of the CIO with headquarters in Washington, DC.  Gertrude and the family moved 

to all of these locations.

John and Gertrude on their wedding 
day at Hidden Paradise, Macungie PA
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Gertrude was partner to all of these moves and was an active participant in each of the 

shifts in John’s work.  She was attractive, well dressed, a great conversationalist, and used her 

talents as a hostess generously.  But in 1960, when John retired, Gertrude said that it was now 

her turn to decide where they would live.  She chose Celo, North Carolina in a rural area where 

she could shed her role as hostess and once again become the tomboy.  She was happiest when 

she hung up her dresses and donned jeans and a loose fitting shirt to get to work on the place.  

She made their retirement homestead a garden spot with glorious dahlias lining the road.  She 

made her community a vibrant one with community youth projects and a grand 4th of July 

parade.  She turned their home, which she dubbed Happiness Hill, into a place where the 

grandchildren wanted to spend their summers and other holidays.  And John gladly participated 

as her partner.

David Scott, Joe Merchant, Lucy Randolph Mason, Dick Ramsay (standing), John G Ramsay 
(Dad holding neighbor’s child), Spelman professor and his wife, Gertrude Ramsay

Memoirs by John M. Ramsay! 128! 3/9/12



Gertrude coming in from her garden at Skyland Farm with Ruth Miller, a friend who boarded in 
our home for a year.  Mother’s dog, Taffy’ follows.
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Chapter 16.    Highlander Folk School

A friend recently told me that he was scheduled to go to Monteagle, Tennessee.  That 

triggered recollections which it is good to set down on paper.

Monteagle is where Myles Horton, Don West, and James Dombrowski  established 

Highlander Folk School in a modest farmhouse in 1932.  The School was inspired by the Danish 

Folk School movement which had remade Denmark from an ailing, feudalistic monarchy into a 

model society which ranks at the top in today’s world (2012).  Horton, already an activist, visited 

Denmark in the early 1930‘s and eagerly came home intent on using this kind of education as a 

non-violent way to empower common ordinary people—the poor and the disenfranchised—

believing “that oppressed people collectively  hold strategies for liberation that are lost to its 

individuals.”   The United States was suffering from a Great Depression and from Jim Crow.

Horton collaborated with labor unions to educate working people in how to organize and 

contest the powerful corporate sweatshops which held them in economic slavery. I have chosen 

the word “contest”  on purpose because Horton was a special kind of activist—he was an agitator.  

He wanted to change society and upset the status quo.

Horton was born in 1905, just three years after my father was born.  His parents were 

poor school teachers in Savannah, Georgia and were active in trying to improve life in their 

community and the wider world.  His father was a member of the Worker’s Alliance.

My dad, John Gates Ramsay, had grown up under more favorable circumstances.  His 

father and grandfather were high up in industrial management.  Great Grandfather Morris 

Ramsay was an associate of men like Andrew Carnegie, G. W. Frick, Robert Ramsay, and other 

titans of coal and steel.  When I was born, my Grandfather, William Ramsay, nearing the end of 

his career, was superintendent of the Coke Works for Bethlehem Steel and had a big, fine, 

fourteen room mansion on the other side of South Mountain from the steel mills themselves.  
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Then, something (I don’t know what it was) happened to change his circumstances.  My Dad had 

to drop out of school in the seventh grade and go to work to help support his eight sisters and one 

brother.  

Dad worked for Bethlehem Steel for sixteen years but his involvement in the 

Unemployed League and organizing the Steelworkers Organizing Committee, (SWOC) of which 

he became the first President of the Bethlehem local, cost him his job.  SWOC became the 

United Steelworkers of America (USA) under the new Congress of Industrial Organizations 

(CIO). When Dad was fired, USA hired Dad as one of their field staff and remained his employer 

until he was retired after the merger with the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the CIO.

Mom and Dad were activists always seeking social and economic justice.  They were not 

agitators.  In fact, Dad’s special skill was in bringing management, labor, and the church together 

to understand the wisdom of working together.

Mom and Dad wanted their children to grow up with a social conscience and an 

understanding of what they committed their ives to.  The whole family would go to the Union 

Hall in downtown Bethlehem to stuff and stamp envelopes announcing union meetings.  There 

were no mimeographs or copy machines in those days.  Dad ran copies of the fliers from an 8 ½ 

x 11 tray of gelatin which absorbed ink from the master copy and left increasingly faded imprints 

on blank paper which were individually and carefully pressed briefly onto the tray.

Around 1948, Dad took me on a trip with him to Highlander Folk School where he was 

on the staff of a weekend training course.  I was about 18 and not aware of the momentous 

events which were taking place.  The farmhouse, which had been turned into a school, was rustic 

and the registrants were much older and more experienced than I.  I do remember Charlie 

Mitchell (whose brother, Morris initiated Friends World Institute) giving a sociological talk about 

how early settlers in the South often had large farms and large families; the farms were split into 
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smaller and smaller parcels with each succeeding generation, smaller and smaller houses were 

built and life became poorer and poorer.

Rosa Parks attended a training session at Highlander prior to her historic role in the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott.  I don’t know if she was at Highlander when I was there—she refused 

to give up her bus seat on December 1, 1955—but I do remember that the training was integrated 

as were all CIO meetings.  When our family moved to Georgia in 1946, our farm in Douglas 

County was often used for interracial meetings because it was almost impossible to find other 

places for interracial meetings.

As Highlander began to give increasing attention to the Civil Rights Movement, the 

Georgia Commission on Education, going to extremes to resist integration, published a pamphlet 

titled “Highlander Folk School:  Communist Training School, Monteagle, Tennessee.”   I have 

had a copy of that pamphlet.  It had a photo of a young black man and an older, wite, white-

haired woman with arms around each other’s necks.  It was captioned, “Daytime and nighttime 

activities are fully integrated.”   I recognized the photo as a brief moment in a folk dance called 

Mexican Waltz in which partners face each other, balance in waltz time:  away-together-away, 

clap-clap, together-away-together, clap-clap around each other (at which point the photo was 

taken), then they waltz around the room.  

Septima Clark, Anne Braden, Martin Luther King, Jr., James Bevel, Bernard Lafayette, 

Ralph Abernathy and John Lewis are some of the Civil Rights Leaders who received training at 

Highlander. Zilphia Horton is best-known for her work with her husband Myles Horton where 

she is generally credited with turning such songs as "We Shall Overcome", "Keep Your Eyes on 

the Prize," "We Shall Not Be Moved, " and "This Little Light of Mine" from hymns into songs of 

the Civil Rights movement.
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The State of Tennessee, in an effort to thwart the Movement, revoked the School’s charter 

for “selling”  liqueur and confiscated its property in 1961.  Why are so many people so resistant 

to human rights that they will misuse all sorts of laws to get their own way?

In 1965, I was finishing my PhD at Iowa State University in Ames.  A musician friend of 

mine, Guy Carawan was in town to give a concert.  Guy had followed Zilphia as the staff 

musician at Highlander.  The John Birch Society wrote a letter to the editor of the local paper in 

Ames warning people not to attend the concert.  The letter claimed that anyone who attended 

would be supporting Communism and would be labeled a Communist themselves.  I wrote a 

letter in reply.  The concert was well attended.

After Highland reorganized as Highlander Research and Education Center and relocated 

to New Market, Tennessee, I myself organized a conference there, “Folk School Where You 

Are,” sponsored by the Folk Education Association of America of which I was President.
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Chapter 17.    The John C. Campbell Folk School

I lived at the John C. Campbell Folk School for seven significant years starting in May 

1966—a year as Associate Director, and then six as Director—until 23 May 1973.  This is the 

long story of how I got there and the short story of how I left.

I had met Georg and Marguerite Bidstrup at the Mountain Folk Festivals at Berea College 

where I was a student member of the Berea College Country Dancers from 1947-52.  Marguerite 

Butler had been cofounder of the John C. Campbell Folk School in 1925 and Georg Bidstrup 

came as a young man from Denmark to be farm manager of the School in 1926. They later 

married and became instrumental in establishing the “cooperative recreation movement”  of 

which the Festival was a part.  The Bidstrups led many of the dances at the Festival; Georg 

usually began the morning dance sessions with a Danish “singing game.”  He was calm, friendly 

and upbeat, and, being a Dane, was authentic.  Marguerite who had learned English country 

dancing from Cecil Sharp was particular about certain qualities of good dancing. “Keep you feet 

close to the floor, you shouldn’t be able to put a dime underfoot,”  she would say.  I loved the 

dancing and didn’t miss a single dance during the 16 hours on the floor during the long Festival 

weekend which began Thursday night and went through Saturday night.

My dance teacher at Berea College was Frank (Francis Hartley) Smith, an Englishman 

who had met Marguerite Butler and Olive Dame Campbell at the International Peoples College 

in Helsinør, Denmark in 1923.  These two ladies helped Frank and Leila Smith come to the 

United States a few years later.  Frank spent some time at a new folk school in the Poconos, 

some time at the McCormick Academy in Burnsville, North Carolina, and a year in cooperative 

recreation work at the Campbell Folk School before coming to Berea.  The Campbells, 

Bidstrups, and Smiths were active in the Council of Southern Mountain Workers, an organization 

started by John C Campbell to help strengthen the economic, social, and cultural life in the 

Southern Highlands.  Cooperative recreation was seen as a vital element in this effort.  In 

January, 1939, Olive Campbell wrote to President William J Hutchins of Berea College, “…a 
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good hearty laugh together, playing together, creating together often accomplish comparatively 

easily what is almost impossible to accomplish through intellectual conviction.”   As the son of a 

labor leader, I could appreciate and dedicate myself to such a method of improving life.  

I grew up in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania during the Great Depression.  My father worked 

for Bethlehem Steel for 16 years and knew the sterling character of working people.  He also 

knew their plight in trying to provide for their families.  Much of my dedication to improving life 

here on earth came from my father’s example and is relevant to explaining how I got to the John 

C Campbell Folk School.  Another dose of commitment also came from my mother’s side; both 

she and her father were born at mission stations on the Miskito Coast of Nicaragua.  They were 

Moravians and dedicated their lives to enhancing life for natives of that region.  I fully expected 

to do my part when I grew up.

The strikes, soup lines, mounted police and their billy clubs, and the strife in the 

industrial city turned me toward rural life as experienced at Hidden Paradise, the farm near 

Macungie, Pennsylvania to which the ravages of malaria and tuberculosis had forced my 

maternal grandparents to retire.  I majored in agriculture at Berea College and intended to 

become a teacher or agricultural missionary.  The nutrient qualities and ecological advantages of 

producing milk satisfied my desire to serve in the betterment of human conditions.

Uncle Sam forced me to face some difficult issues before I was mature enough to 

understand them.  But, by the time I graduated from Berea College, I was certain that I could 

never be a part of military solutions to world problems.  I spent eight years trying to convince my 

draft board of my sincerity in insisting on being classified as a conscientious objector to war.  I 

was arrested for refusing induction into the armed services and, even though I took a semester of 

courses in the Kennedy School of Missions at Hartford Seminary  Foundation, was not permitted 

to take an assignment overseas with the Methodist Church.  I took a job as Dairy Manager and 

Agriculture Instructor at Warren Wilson Junior College in Swannanoa, North Carolina under the 

Presbyterian Board of Home Missions.  What a joy it was to find that Clothilde Deschamps 
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Guisasola and her husband Julio led the students in English Country Dancing and took troupes to 

the Mountain Folk Festivals in Berea!  Again, I found that dance played an important role in a 

vibrant community.

I married Winona Lotz while at Warren Wilson.  We had met at Hartford Seminary.  The 

life of a dairy manager is quite demanding.  I was up to the challenge and so were the students on 

my dairy crew.  The College was not so ready and when the Health Department was going to 

require us to build a new milkhouse, I could see that the dairy’s days were numbered.  Winona 

and I were learning that life does not always measure up to its potential and that people have 

differing points of  view.  She learned about Celo Community, Incorporated, a utopian 

community an hour’s drive from Warren Wilson, up the mountain in the South Toe River Valley.  

It seemed like the ideal place to raise a family.

We moved to Celo in 1955 and started a dairy farm and a family.  I took a job as the 

Dairy Herd Improvement Association Supervisor for most of the counties in western North 

Carolina to give us some income.  When the travel costs in the mountains proved too much, I 

took a job as a teacher at Micaville School and and Winona worked as a bookkeeper for 

Robinson’s Dairy.   I taught public school for the next three years until my own dairy was able to 

support us.  Martin and Loren were born during this time.  I was too busy to be active in causes 

beyond the Incorporated Community.  An early freeze killed my silage crop.  TVA, for which I 

was a Demonstration Farmer, helped me out with smoke damaged citrus pulp during the winter, 

but it was time to move on.  We sold the herd and equipment, took our loses on our land 

“holding”  with Celo Community, Inc.,  spent the summer free from daily farm chores for the first 

time in five years, and looked at eleven universities.  I was offered an assistantship in dairy cattle 

breeding at Iowa State University.  We moved there in 1961—after one more year of teaching, 

this time at Swannanoa Elementary School, to assemble some cash.

I was at Iowa State during the Viet Nam war, the Civil Rights movement, and other 

challenges to social systems.  I took part in protests to the war, peace vigils, civil rights 
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demonstrations, and marches to call attention to injustice and missile silos as well as pursuing 

what was known about breeding even better dairy cows.  And I was amazed and so happy to find 

an active and delightful country dance group on campus.  I worked measuring and analyzing an 

experimental herd of twins, became the leader of the dance group, and the President of the 

Student Peace Union. 

For several years, I had been invited to be on the staff of the Christmas Country Dance 

School in Berea.  It was at Christmas School 1965 that Georg Bidstrup came to me and offered 

me the position of Dairy Manager at the John C Campbell Folk School.  I was expecting to finish 

my Ph.D. in the spring and was looking for a job.  I had visited the School in 1956 as DHIA 

Supervisor to test the dairy herd.  Production and barn conditions were miserably out of date.  

My experiences at Warren Wilson and Celo and the never-ending responsibilities of a dairy 

position did not interest me because I knew that other interests would take a back seat.  

Marguerite came to me the next morning and said, “Georg didn’t explain our interest in you.  We 

would like to consider you for Director.  Come for a trial year as Associate Director.”   That was a 

different matter entirely!  I would be able to combine my knowledge and experience in farming, 

my experience and love of country dancing, my belief in cooperative forms of recreation and 

living with my dedication to enlightened educational programs.  

I knew enough about rural people and Appalachia to know that my days as an “agitator,” 

or activist would be replaced by a different sort of activism.  Rather than take on the whole 

world, I would be working in the local community and with my neighbors.  My experiences at 

Celo had prepared me for the kind of give and take required to slowly build something that all 

could support.  Having fun and creating together, as Mrs. Campbell had written, were very 

important in this process.

I had a lot to learn from Georg and Marguerite that first year.  I knew very little about 

Denmark, Grundtvig, or folk schools.  But I learned to respect the School’s history and influence 

in the region and then began the slow process of revisiting that past and revitalizing it.  Change is 

exhilarating, but it also finds resistance.  However, for the most part, the staff gave generously of 
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their experience, their energy, and their love.  Everyone seemed to agree that our priority should 

be a winter folk school for young people, “like we had before the war.”

My attempts to fund such a program or even for the bare bones School budget in general 

met with disappointment.  I spent time and money visiting potential funding sources in New 

York and Washington and finally zeroed in on the Mary Reynolds Babcock Foundation right 

there in North Carolina.  Bill Archie, Executive Director of the Foundation, and I had a mutual 

friend, Michael Hoffman.  After much urging, Archie finally made a flying visit to Brasstown, 

giving us only a few hours notice that he was coming.  We quickly organized a program for him.  

He brought his wife and son.  They were reluctant participants in the evening community dance 

program, retired early and intended to leave right after breakfast—we had to have Alice come in 

to prepare breakfast and then rely on the goodness of neighbors to come in to talk about the 

School and its place in their lives.  The School had nothing going on most of the year in those 

early days so it was quite an imposition to disrupt the lives of everyone to suddenly 

accommodate the Archies.  Archie, in his turn, was disinterested.  I insisted that he stay for the 

morning meeting.  At the meeting, he alluded to our neighbor, Lynn Gault’s personal life (Gault 

was also on the School’s Board). insulting us, and left.  

I determined to stop running after grants and to stay on campus with my staff and earn 

our funds in other ways.  We started slowly with a January program and gradually found ways to 

grow into a full program.

By 1966 we had succeeded in developing a boarding program for young people year 

round.  Loren Kramer, hired as our Principal of the Winter School, I, and our students were 

excited about our experience together and were eager to report to the Board at their annual 

meeting on May 23, 1973.

Before we get into how I left the School, I need to pick up a different thread.  When I 

came to the Folk School as Associate Director, the School provided my housing and a minimal 

salary with a promise to raise it.  Money was tight.  Each year, I gave the Board a balanced 
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Budget; it did not include a raise because there wasn’t any money.  The Board expressed the 

opinion, each year, that I shouldn’t spend my time as a fund raiser—that should be the Board’s 

job.  A few Board members made special contributions, but there was no fund raising campaign.  

By raising a couple acres of trellised tomatoes, increasing milk production, increasing 

enrollments in our courses including several new ones, we were squeaking by.  My budgets were 

usually approved and I was given a pat on the back.

But, one year I was told to buy a new tractor.  Yes, we needed one— but where was the 

money to come from?  My budget was unbalanced by the Board (this can be checked out by 

looking at the minutes, I’m sure)! 

Then, Ed Davis observed that I had served for 4-5 years without the promised pay raise 

and the Board, in executive session, voted to raise my salary.  My budget was unbalanced again!

We needed to modernize the dairy facility.  I studied all sorts of low-cost ways to do this 

but they all required taking out a loan.  I was not willing to do this.  I didn’t think that we should 

endanger the entire school by taking out a loan to build a dairy barn.  Then I found that we could 

get a loan from the Production Credit Association using the CATTLE as collateral!  If the dairy 

industry went into a slump, some disease wiped out our herd, or soy milk replaced cows’ milk, 

the School would not be at risk and we would only lose the dairy herd.  I presented this plan to 

the Board and they agreed.  My plan factored in borrowing $60,000, an interest rate of 8%, and 

paying the loan off in five years.  I set about putting the plan into action.  By 1973, net dairy 

income was ahead of schedule in paying off the loan and was actually contributing to general 

school revenues (these claims can also be substantiated by looking at the books). 

I do not have copies of the minutes for the final Board meeting.  Nor do I have copies of 

the books and am unable to give dates when the events stated above took place but the Board 

minutes and books will give the details.  We did have cash flow problems and Blanche Smith, 

bookkeeper, had the unpleasant task of trying to pay some bills and hold off on others until 
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anticipated funds came in.  The endowment funds were mostly in stocks and bonds.  This 

required periodic clipping of coupons and mailing them in for dividends.  Marguerite kept a pair 

of tiny manicure scissors in the safe for this purpose.

Velma Beam Moore’s stepson had taken a job as salesman for IDS, a mutual Fund.  As 

President of the Folk School Board, Velma suggested that the School cash in its investments and 

put them in a managed mutual fund.  Funds, at that time (1967-73)  had a history of realizing 

about 12% a year.  The Board agreed to make the shift into mutual funds although Percy Ferebee, 

the local banker on the Board (he died soon after and did not leave anything of his $13 million 

estate to the John C Campbell Folk School) was against the move.  The plan was to divide the 

expected 12% interest, taking out 6% of the mutual funds for School operating expenses (instead 

of clipping coupons), and reinvesting the remaining 6% to increase the principal.  Most of the 

endowment was put into the Puritan Fund and a smaller amount into IDS.

The following year the bottom fell out of the stock market.  The Puritan Fund realized 

only 6% which we withdrew for operating expenses; but this left nothing for reinvesting.  IDS 

realized 0%.  Our 6% withdrawal from that Fund was eating up the capital!  I met with the 

Executive Committee of the Board to discuss this situation.  The Executive Committee: Wayne 

Holland, Hobart McKeever, and Blanche Smith, was given the responsibility for actions between 

Board meetings which were held only one day a year.  The Executive Committee decided to use 

the IDS Funds to pay off the dairy loan on which we were paying 8% interest and to rely on the 

dairy to pay the School instead of PCA.  These facts can be documented by the minutes if they 

have been carefully kept.

Rumors that the School endowment was used to pay for the new dairy barn ARE NOT 

TRUE.  In fact, within another year or two the loan would have been paid off and the dairy 

would have been making substantial contributions to School income.
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In fact, the dairy was making its contribution to employing Blanche Smith as bookkeeper.  

The School had been given enough money by a local inventor/industrialist (can’t recall his name 

but he invented a pipe bender) to hire a bookkeeper for the School (the amount was something 

like $5,000).  We don’t ordinarily pay salaries in advance so I invested the money—buying six 

cows from Berea College when it dispersed its herd.  Stan Kramer, my dairy manager and I 

carefully computed how much we could pay for each cow and be certain of getting our money 

back with interest (after costs of feed, labor, and overhead) by the end of one year.  Again, the 

dairy fulfilled its obligations.  We were able to pay our bookkeeper each month with money from 

the milk sold from the Berea cows.  And at the end of the year we still had the cows (plus their 

calves) and were able to hire the bookkeeper for each subsequent year.

It was a big shock to be called into the bookkeeper's office the morning of May 23, 1973 

and to have the Executive Committee ask for my resignation!  Hobart McKeever had typed out a 

letter of resignation .  My last name was misspelled.  He explained that there had been a caucus 

at Wayne Holland’s house the night before.  No reason for the resignation was offered. I objected 

and declared that they did not know what they were doing.  The folk school students were 

completing their spring term and were prepared to make a presentation to the Board, summer 

short courses were staffed and enrolled, and many expectations were dependent upon my 

personal participation.  The request for my immediate resignation was not withdrawn.  I asked 

who would put the cows up when they got out over the weekend.  The Committee said that they 

would be responsible for everything and still wanted my immediate resignation.  I certainly did 

not want to be fired nor did I want to work for someone who did not want me.  I signed the paper 

and went home stunned.  I did not have a chance to meet with the Board.

It was a difficult weekend at home.  Here we were living in School housing and were to 

be evicted.  On Sunday, Lois Bacon, Olive Campbell’s niece and a Board member came to our 

house and told us that we would have two months to vacate the house.  There was no severance 

payment.  Resignation had also been obtained from Loren Kramer.  Our work at the School was 
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summarily ended.  There was no other contact from other Board members and I do not know to 

this day what was behind the Board action.

My boys and I spent the next few days fiber-glassing a kayak/duckboat I had inherited.  

We dubbed it 23rd of May.  Berea College quickly snapped me up and we moved to Berea to 

begin working for the College on August 1.

That is how I left the John C Campbell Folk School.  Why I left is still unknown.  I’ve 

heard rumors that I was sent packing because of my political views and that the School was “run 

by a bunch of hippies”  during the 60’s.  I am not, was not, nor did I use my position as Director 

of the School to promote a hippy agenda.  Of course, when we brought in youth they brought 

their concerns about “the establishment”  with them.  Lee Chaffee, a Dartmouth intern, told 

McKeever when McKeever quizzed him, during the 1972 Board meeting, what he thought about 

the Vietnam protests going on  just then at Dartmouth, that he felt he should be up there 

supporting the objections to the war.  McKeever, a member of the Air Force Reserve and 

American Legion obviously did not like that answer.  It should not have been a reflection on me.  

I was often in the position, as Director of the School, to give voice to establishment 

concerns as I counseled our students.  I had to ask Jim Morrison, one of our first Dartmouth 

interns, to shave his beard and wear a tie to Murphy high school (he complied but not 

wholeheartedly, kept a mustache, and did not button the top button of his shirt under the tie).  He 

had sense enough to ask what I thought about discussing the movie The Graduate in his English 

class.  I asked why The Graduate (he said most of the high students had already seen it), I 

advised caution, and insisted that he get permission from the Principal if he decided to go ahead.  

He did get permission but it spawned raised eyebrows for the next year.  

One radical student, doing his practice teaching at the high school in Murphy, wanted to 

take on the Cherokee County School Board and schedule a debate about Vietnam in the high 
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school.  He was certain that the war was wrong.  I asked him how he could be so certain; how 

did he know that there was no Communist threat, no domino theory.  It was quite a surprise to 

him to hear me take such a position (and I was surprised at myself).  In upholding community 

mores, I had also asked one of our local students to tuck his shirttail in at the Saturday night 

community dance—but that is another story.  

We had two Jewish lads from Manhattan come to visit the School.  They had black beards 

and New York accents.  When they asked at a gas station in Andrews for directions to the School, 

a rumor was fueled that the Folk School was attracting a bunch of Communists.  I had the 

formidable job of guiding the School as it faced changing times.  Perhaps I and Loren had to 

become the sacrificial lambs in the process.

Or did the Board not understand its own culpability in adding to the financial pinch?  The 

winter boarding program was on the verge of paying its way.  A bigger problem was the Board 

unbalancing my budgets during the last couple of years.  Certainly, it was not right to blame the 

dairy for the financial problems.

I was left in the dark.  Other people, also, could not understand the Board’s precipitate 

action.  We all try to shed light on tough situations.  But, in making our guesses, it is important to 

get the facts, as far as we know them, straight.  This paper is my attempt to put some light on that 

part of history.
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Chapter 18.  The Dear Little Lambs

Lewis and Donna Lamb are a superlative example of the conjunction “and.”   Lewis plays 

the fiddle while Donna accompanies him on the guitar.  You don’t hear one without the other 

unless Donna is singing and then Lewis is the one who accompanies her.  It is a perfect 

conjunction.  But, there is nothing “little”  about them except their physical stature which is as 

modest as their demeanor.  Their music is filled with vitality and played with virtuosity and they 

have been recognized with the Kentucky Folk Heritage Award.  Their demeanor, when you get to 

know them, is also filled with vitality and virtuosity.

I first met the team at Berea College Christmas Country Dance School in1968.  Lewis 

had heard that the College hired fiddlers for its dance program and had approached Ethel Capps, 

Director of the program to offer his services. She hired him in 1963.  Donna, Lewis’s younger 
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daughter, joined him in 1968 at age 13.  When I became Director of Recreation Extension and of 

Christmas School,  the Lambs quickly became personal friends and we shared the awesome 

adventures I am about to tell.

The Lambs were born and raised in Garrard County, Kentucky and are the result of 

generations of traditional music, music which has always been alive and passed on by ear and by 

heart.  The music is just right for the Appalachian style dances which I had the pleasure and the 

responsibility to foster.  Lewis and Donna became indispensable in this endeavor; their music 

will wake you up, get your blood circulating, and have you dancing before Lewis’s bow hits the 

“four licks”  of a pickup.  On our first tour of England in 1975, we were all very tired from the 

travels, a long week of performances, and sleeping on mats on the floor of a schoolroom.  We 

were scheduled to participate in yet another program at a guild hall.  Lined up and ready to go 

onstage, the Master of Ceremonies announced a different group and we had to back off.  We 

were called up again but were bumped once more.  I confronted the management and insisted 

that we be scheduled next but was told that there were two other numbers before us.  By the time 

our turn came, my dancers were in no mood to dance and I was afraid of a mutiny.  I appealed to 

Lewis—who was as tired as anyone since he and I were also the minivan drivers,—appealed to 

him to use his music to lift our spirits.  It took only a few opening notes.  He put such energy into 

the dance that the weariness  was left in the wings as the dancers flew on stage.

Lewis and Donna had never been overseas.  When we arrived in London, Lewis, who had 

a large roll of dollars with a rubber band around it in his pocket, went to buy some cigarettes but 

realized that he needed shillings instead of dollars and, following the crowd, stood in line at the 

exchange window.  He came back to me shaking his head, “I gave them a twenty dollar bill.  

They gave me these bills and some yaller and some silver coins.  I don’t know what I got, but I 

said, ‘Thankee.’”   Donna, for her part, didn’t cotton to the English food which was, I admit, 

rather bland.  When back in London on the way home she saw a MacDonalds.  I thought we 

would have to tie her down.  For supper, however, we were in a Chinese restaurant.  Lewis, not 

liking strange Chinese dishes, ordered plain rice with milk and sugar.  He was informed that they 
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did not have such an item on the menu.  Lewis was resourceful.  He ordered a simple bowl of 

rice, a glass of milk and a sugar bowl.  As he proceeded to make his own familiar Kentucky rice 

dish, he had a whole group of Chinese waiters and cooks looking on, smiling and nodding.

And then there was the time Lewis, Ralph and I were billeted with the organizer south of 

London.  After introducing all the other dancers to their hosts, he, a bachelor, didn’t have time to 

cook supper for the four of us and took us to a Greek restaurant.  The restaurant was not  yet 

open and we were asked to come back in fifteen minutes, which we did.  The waiters were now 

dressed in black and had white napkins folded over their arms.  They asked if we would like 

something to drink before ordering.  Lewis, who liked his coffee as well as his cigarettes, asked 

for a cup of coffee and Ralph agreed that that would be good.  The waiter noticeably stiffened his 

back but said, “Yes sir, yes sir.”   It took fifteen minutes for the demitasse cups to arrive.  By this 

time we were debriefing the day’s events and Lewis began enjoying his coffee.  However, when 

Ralph took one sip, he recoiled a bit and said, “Lewis, what do you think of that coffee?”  

Without hesitation, Lewis commented, “Now, boys, that there coffee is strong enough to rare a 

cat and hair it over in five minutes.”

Lewis and Donna were very good drivers.  We designated Lewis as driver of one mini 

van and me as the driver of the second.  Were were crowded with nineteen of us, equipment, 

costumes, and instruments into the twelve-passenger vans.  We adjusted to driving on the left 

side of the road and found the round-a-bouts very useful.  If we got separated, we could circle 

around and around until the other caught up.  We could also circle once while we surveyed which 

exit to take.  But once, I was put in change of a caravan to go from Whitley Bay to Sunderland.  I 

took the lead with Lewis following. Behind him was a bus of dancers from India and the 

Spanianrds followed the Indians.  When I got to a round-a-bout, I went around it  counter-

clockwise and they all followed.  I guess the Brits are used to such Yankee stupidity; they merely 

threw up their arms and their eyebrows and got out of our way.

Lewis didn’t always follow me.  Once in Kentucky, I was distracted going north on 

I-75/64 where they divide north of Lexington.  I ended up on I-64 headed to Louisville instead of 
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I-75 toward Cincinnati.  Lewis took I-75  and then pulled off to the shoulder to wait for me to 

realize my error and return.

We had many bus 

adventures.  At first, it was 

difficult for me to arrange 

engagements and then secure 

transportation.  The Berea 

College Physical Education 

Department got priority use 

of the College’s bus.  We 

occasionally got to use it 

during Short Term or Spring 

Break such as a trip to 

Wahsington in 1977.

I bought a fifteen passenger Dodge extended MiniVan and it served for a while, 

especially for the Danish American Exchange.  The Country Dancers needed room for twenty-

four.  I bought a second-hand school bus and enlisted Lewis and Donna to outfit it to suit our 

needs.  First Lewis and Donna overhauled the motor—indeed they did; I told you they were 

indispensable!  We not only has musicians but drivers and mechanics as well when we went on 

the road.  School busses are not that comfortable for long trips.  We went to Fairfiled, 

Connecticut each fall as well as to Chicago, Illinois each spring.  And there were trips to 

Kennedy airport for summer overseas tours.  Lewis and Donna found an old Greyhound bus in a 

junkyard and suggested we replace the bench type school bus seats with recliners from the bus.  I 

liked the idea of also having the luggage racks for storage and reading lights for doing homework  

on our overnight drives.  We installed twenty-four seats and left room in the back for our 

equipment on the right side with a bar for hanging costumes and a tier of two bunk beds on the 

left so that Lewis and I could take naps as we spelled each other on the overnight trips.

Berea College Country Dancers, Short Term, January,1977
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My auto insurance agent tentatively sold me coverage on the bus for the first few months 

but his superiors terminated that arrangement.  I found it impossible to find insurance.  However, 

the College had it fleet of cars, trucks , and the bus insured.  So, I gave the bus to the College.  

There was an ugly catch—the College Motor Pool would be responsible for its maintenance.  

The man in charge of the Motor Pool, a musician himself, had a jealous grudge against Lewis.  

That situation led to some wild adventures!

Like the time we went through the Lincoln Tunnel without brakes.  Lewis put the gear in 

bulldog as we inched along in bumper to bumper traffic; as I recall, I was able to step out walk 

ahead and take a picture although I can’t find it.  We had the brakes repaired in New Jersey.  

Another year we had been having trouble with the starter.  Motor Pool repaired it several times 

and now assured me that it was in good shape for our trip to Kennedy.  The starter went out 

before we got to Lexington.  We had tickets to Denmark and a flight to catch.  We simply always 

parked on a hill so we could start the engine.  On the last leg, after performing in Easton, 

Pennsylvania,  we parked on a hill at a Burger King for lunch before heading for the evening 

flight.  The students decided to organize the luggage before we left the Burger King.  We did not 

know that a leak had developed in the air brakes and that while we were waiting, the brakes 

locked.  We could not push the bus off to start it!  Without the engine running, we could not 

increase the air pressure to release the brakes.

I made the executive decision that Lewis and Donna should fix the problem.  We went to 

K-Mart, within walking distance, bought the necessary wrenches and these two amazing friends 

dismantled the brakes, pushed the bus enough to get the motor going, reassembled the brakes, 

drove us to the airport and we had another unforgettable summer.

You may think that these were extraordinary events.  We had similar bus situation on 

almost every trip.  One year on our way back from New York we were on the New Jersey 

Turnpike headed back to Kentucky after three weeks in Denmark when the bus coughed a few 
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times and quit.  We coasted to the shoulder.  We had scores of white morris dance handkerchiefs 

which the students displayed outside the windows as Lewis and I removed the battery which 

seemed to be the problem.  Finally, a trucker stopped and gave the two of us and the battery a lift 

to the nearest repair shop.  He was so very generous that he even took us back to the bus and 

waited while we installed it and tried unsuccessfully to start the bus.  He then took us to another 

repair shop and left us in the hands of the mechanic who then drove us back to the bus.  The bus 

was GONE!  The mechanic said that the State had likely towed it to the next exit.  There was no 

bus there but the toll booth operator said they had probably towed it to the next exit where there 

were shops and a motel.  We spent the night in the motel while the bus was being repaired and 

hobbled back to Berea the next day.  The students told us that the State trooper  who called the 

tow truck wanted to know the identity of the trucker who had helped us because, “It is illegal to 

be a good Samaritan on the New Jersey Turnpike.”

There are many more bus tales—like the time the well-muscled Danish gymnasts I was 

transporting had to push the bus to start it right in front of the Capitol in Washington.  But, this 

chapter is focused on Lewis and Donna.

Lewis was a tobacco farmer.  Sometime in the late 1970’s he told me that he had sold his 

tobacco and got less for it than he had spent.  He said that he was going to rent out his tobacco 

base and devote his time to fiddling.  It was a tough year for him.  When a government War on 

Poverty document crossed my desk announcing a program to hire artists under the Manpower 

Training and Development Act, I immediately translated it to folk artists and thought it might be 

a program to help the Lambs.  I approached Berea College but they declined to be the 

institutional sponsor for fear that their Workman’s Compensation taxes would increase.  

However, the Superintendent of the Berea Community School was more adventuresome and 

welcomed the opportunity.  He immediately called the County judge and presented the idea to 

him.  They both approved the plan.  I would be designated to supervise the program, provide the 

training component and set up schedules.  I made the application to MDTA with their signatures 

and placed the Lambs in the highest income bracket because of their high skill level.
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Both Lewis and Donna had to register as unemployed.  This was a program to put people 

back to work.  To be officially unemployed. I learned, one has to register with the Office of 

Employment and be actively seeking a job through that office; otherwise, the Government had no 

proof that you were out of work.  The Lambs, like many rural Americans, had a work ethic that 

included being self-reliant.  To be “on the dole”  was anathema.  The fact that they agreed to go to 

the Employment Office in Lancaster and apply for jobs showed how desperate their situation was 

and also how much they trusted me.  I counseled them that they were looking for work as a 

fiddler and a guitarist—two jobs the Office was not likely to have available.

Lewis reported to me after the unemployment process.  “This lady asked me where I was 

born, who my parents were, where I lived.  She filled out two pages and then she asked me what 

I did.  I told her I was a fiddler.  She asked me what I really did and I told her that I mainly just 

played the fiddle.  Johnny (that’s what Lewis called me), she wore them glasses and took them 

off.  She looked at me and said, ‘I’ve worked here for thirty years and I’ve never heard that 

before!’”

Then it Donna’s turn.  Donna can be a bit feisty.  When the woman asked Donna what she 

did, Donna emphatically stated, “I play the guit-tar.”   The lady asked Donna if she had finished 

high school and Donna replied, “Yep, I shore have.”   The lady then said, “I’ve got a job for you!” 

and Donna quickly countered, “I don’t want a job; I just want to play the guitar.”

They both were put on the MDTA program and spent a great year being employed to go 

around the state of Kentucky, often in the company of Sybil Clark, an English lady I had added 

to my staff as a country dance leader.  They gave workshops and programs in many schools, 

communities, and organizations promoting traditional dance and music as a means of engaging 

students, teachers and parents in social recreation.  For my part, I taught the Lambs to figure 

mileage, per diems, devise a contract, and develop promotional material so that at the end of the 
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year they could become self-employed.  I suspect that they wisely put much of their earnings into 

savings which gave them a great start when the program was over.

Lewis came up with creative ideas which were added to my Berea College Country 

Dancer programs.  He developed a broom dobro, a  single string on a broom handle with a 

Clorox bottle added as the sound box.  Lewis would sit down and play the top three strings on 

the guitar while Donna would put her arms around his shoulders and play the bottom three for 

the Freight Train Blues.  Lewis also carved a set of articulated dancing dolls and Donna painted 

them.   As a seated Lewis played his fiddle, the dolls which were each hung on a string, jigged 

and twirled as activated by a control string on Lewis’s knee which moved up and down as he 

tapped his foot in time with the music.  The dolls were a real crowd pleaser.  Donna proved to 

have a fine, natural voice and often sang in our programs.  My favorite, which we recorded on 

Dances From Appalachia II, was “Bill Stafford”  a song which she had learned from her 

grandfather.
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Chapter 19.  Going Behind the Iron Curtain

I met František Bonuš, Czechoslovakian dance pedagogue, in Denmark in 1981.  We 

immediately hit it off because we shared the same interest in folk dance as an important socio-

cultural element which could not only express national values but also enhance and teach them.  

Czechoslovakia was at that time behind the iron curtain.  František was a delightful, gregarious 

man and eager reach beyond the severe restrictions placed on his country by the Communists.  

Because of his stature as an internationally admired authority, he was at times allowed to leave 

his homeland.  He was planning to visit the United States and I was eager to have him come to 

Berea College to share with us the European background of many of our dances.  He gave us a 

polka workshop in August 1984, returned to do a waltz workshop in August 1986, and finally a 

quadrille workshop July 26 to August 2, 1987.  On August 9, a week after the quadrille 

workshop, I left Berea with my Berea College Alumni Country Dancers for a visit to Germany 

and Prague which František arranged for us.
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We had a great week in the  small West German village of Oberrosphe hosted by Die 

Burgwaldskälwer, a German dance troupe led by a lively woman, Renate Vigelahn.  After a week 

giving a variety of 10 performances including the big one onstage at the Internationales Folklore 

Festival in Marburg, Renate accompanied us on the bus trip to Prague.

The Germans, at their check-point, looked at our passports, twenty-five in all, and then we 

entered no-man’s land.  There was a strip of freshly harrowed earth between the Germans and the 

Czech border for maybe 500 yards; no bushes no trees, just bare, soft soil which would easily 

show any footprints of anyone trying to escape.  Beyond the clear strip was a serious barrier of 

barbed wire, then patrols of young men carrying machine guns, intimidating guard dogs, and 

some buildings at the check-point.  Photographs were not allowed.  There were no bathrooms.

Oberrosphe girls arriving for a community dance program.
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We were required to convert our dollars 

into Czech currency—a minimum of so much 

per person—and were told that it was illegal to 

use dollars to buy anything, especially forbidden 

to exchange money with anyone except at the 

state banks.  The Communists did everything 

they could to insure that the Czech people had 

no means to escape.  They were captives in their 

own country.

We arrived to a wonderful, musical welcome at the Students’ House in Prague by the 

Beseda dance troupe.  Members of the troupe, including František’s son Jasan, Chef de 

l’ensemble, had prepared supper for us.  The State would not permit homestays and we were 

given accomodations in the Sinkuleho College dormitory.  The stern, old Communist woman in 

charge of the dorm took up our passports, visas, and group visa.  I still have the permit/receipt.

Beseda provided us with breakfast on Friday morning and then took us on a tour of Prague 

Castle.  Our guide and interpreter was Georgina Smejklová, lead dancer of Beseda.  We had 

dinner in the wine parlor, Vikárka, in the Castle’s dungeon and then a walk through the Lesser 

Town, the Charles Bridge and then to the shopping district.  We returned to the dormitory via the 

Metro and supper again prepared and provided by Beseda.  I wondered about what such gracious 

attention cost them in money and time.   That evening we were treated to Prague’s bluegrass 

band, Blanket, and exchanged some dances.  When we returned to the Dormitory, the “old bat” 

in charge demanded to see our passports.  We told her that she already had them.  She fussed at 

us but eventually let us in.

Saturday, after breakfast, we were bussed to the Smíchov assembly hall for exhibitions of 

our dance repertory and mutual dancing lessons.  Lunch was at the restaurant Diana and then we 
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made our way to the Cultural 

Ministry ballroom for our 

official performance.  It was a 

private affair with selected 

guests.  Beseda danced with 

the skill, precision, and joy in 

which they had been trained 

by František.  They even 

included one square dance, 

American style and asked us to 

critique it.  We gave our program of Appalachian and English country dances.

After breakfast on Sunday, again prepared by Beseda, Jasan asked if we could clarify 

some questions he had about our dances and desired to video them.  We were not permitted to 

dance in the College facilities so I 

suggested that we simply dance out in 

the street; it was Sunday morning and 

everyone must have been sleeping in.  

Jasan was willing to try dancing in the 

street although police could have 

arrested us.  It was not likely that they 

would be around that early and, indeed, 

we had a fine time dancing out in the 

open.  We then left by bus for a tour of the 

town of Telč and a Bohemian chateau.  František and I were viewing a display of hunting 

trophies.  There were hundreds of carefully arranged and mounted deer heads, pheasant tails, 

boar tusks, etc.  Each item was meticulously identified by date it was killed, where it was killed, 

how it was killed, by whom it was killed, etc.  It was obvious that the hunt was perhaps the most 

important pastime of the castle owner and that it took a large staff to indulge such a lifestyle.  
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František, knowing Czech and Austrian/Hungarian history, commented, “What was in this for the 

common people?  It is this disparity that caused Archduke Franz Ferdinand to be assassinated 

and cause World War I.”

Comments such as these could be made in private but not in František’s apartment nor in 

the Student’s House at the College.  In fact, when our troupe sang the white spiritual, Jesus 

Walked This Lonesome Valley, after supper in the Student Hall one evening, Beseda members 

quietly got up and closed the windows.  Religion was forbidden, churches were turned into 

museums or were closed and “under construction.”   I took a photo of weeds growing 

uncontrolled in public and private places.  No one seemed to care, but we knew that although 

Czech citizens seemed dispirited, they were seething underneath and waiting for the day of 

deliverance.

As we left on Monday morning, we expressed the hope that Beseda would be able to visit 

us in Kentucky so that we could repay them for their kind hospitality and generosity.  They 

waved goodbye with white handkerchiefs knowing that they would never see us again.  It was 

heartbreaking; they were still captives in their own country.
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I knew it was prudent to stop by the American Embassy on the way out.  Two of our 

members planned to stay in Czechoslovakia for a few days—one to see an elderly uncle and the 

other to meet his girlfriend and do some sightseeing.  The embassy advised us to have them 

check in at the police station to inform them of their plans.  We dropped them off on the way out 

of town and didn’t lear until we arrive back home that they were put in prison for the night 

before being let go.

When we got to the checkpoint, the officer made us all leave the bus while they searched it 

for stowaways.  They took our passports and asked for the group visa.  That had been kept by the 

“old bat.”   (You can see why I have a grudge against her.)  I had a copy but it did not have the 

imperative raised seal!  As we waited while phone called went back and forth to central offices 

and perhaps to our embassy, we watched as spears were thrust through truck cargoes leaving the 

country, again we assumed they were looking for stowaways.  Finally, Renate pulled out 50 

German marks and asked, “Is this the paper you are looking for?”   They took it and we reloaded 

and soberly left, crossing the no-mans-land to the German checkpoint.  The Germans checked 

out passports and we were on the road in free Germany.  Daren started blowing bubbles and the 

troupe, not daring to admit how carefully they had had to conceal their true feelings, broke out in 

song, “God bless American, land that I love!”
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Lewis Lamb, my Kentucky fiddler, was not singing.  He was not yet at home in Kentucky.  

Instead he told himself, but I could hear him, he said, “I’ll not go back there,”  and that was the 

last time he went on another overseas trip with us.

I was able to make arrangements for Die Burgwaldskälwer to  come the United States for 

a tour in 1988 and the following year arrangements were made for Beseda to come.  They were 

in the United States when the Velvet Revolution occurred and went home to a free country!
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Chapter 20.  The Separation of Church and State

The separation of church and state has been a difficult but important conundrum to 

resolve.  It is an issue which is at the heart of many political differences.  I have considered the 

matter for much of my life, likely in common with most people.  Americans generally endorse 

the wisdom of the founding fathers’ statement in the First Amendment:  "Congress shall make no 

law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof." 

The issue is two sided—“establishment”  on the one hand and “free exercise”  on the other.  

I think it is this dichotomy which causes the conundrum.  Establishment implies regulation, law, 

and policing.  Free exercise  infers liberty, independence and choice,  Is it possible to be 

regulated and free at the same time?  What is the relationship between freedom and regulation?

I grew up believing that America was “the land of the free.”   Freedom was extolled.  

Americans had enshrined the first ten amendments of the Constitution as a Bill of Rights.  Not 

until I was a working adult did I realize that freedom had to be tempered by responsibility.  

America, having declared freedom from the oppressive regulation of King George III, set about 

creating  a society which would ensure “certain unalienable rights”  among which were “Life, 

Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”   The First Amendment prohibits the making of any law 

respecting an establishment of religion, impeding the free exercise of religion, abridging the 

freedom of speech, infringing on the freedom of the press, interfering with the right to peaceably 

assemble or prohibiting petitioning for a governmental redress of grievances.  These are all 

restrictions on the government in order to protect the rights of private citizens.  The focus is on 

“I.”   I must be allowed to worship as I please, publish what I want, associate with whom I please, 

and complain to the government when I am dissatisfied.  Scant attention is given to the 

responsibilities of citizens.
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Government versus citizens—are they pitted against each other?  Much of the current 

political rhetoric is about the role of government.  Some want more regulation and oversight, 

others want less regulation and interference.  Is a resolution possible?

As a teacher in the United States, I have had experience as a regulator.  A classroom, 

especially in a public school where students are forced to attend whether they want to or not, 

needs discipline, rules, and authority if it is to function.  But, as an American, I disliked being the 

dictator, the king!  

When I spent nine months in Denmark in 1981-82, my focus was shifted from “I”  to the 

corporate “We.”   I found Danish classrooms to be very well disciplined, the teachers were 

respected, and students were free to attend or to skip class.  My observation was that the 

discipline did not derive from the teacher but was from the students themselves.  The I was 

shifted to we.  I was just learning Danish and often turned to a Danish classmate for a whispered 

translation of a key word.  The classmates seldom helped me out.  They themselves were the 

ones who did not permit any distraction from the topic under discussion.  The regulations came 

from the students themselves, not from the teacher.  Students took the responsibility for having 

an orderly classroom and they took it seriously and personally.

I attended the annual meeting of the Danish Gymnastics and Youth Association, the large, 

national sports organization.  There were 500 delegates from all over Denmark.  The trip to the 

conference center, Fuglsø, included a ferry ride for those coming from one of Denmark’s  443 

islands.  Yet, at seven o’clock everyone was seated and quiet in the assembly hall—no gavel was 

rapped, no announcement was made;  Arne Rasmussen, DDGU President, simply stood up at the 

microphone and began the meeting.  Here was an amazing display of an orderly society.  Friday 

night, all day Saturday, and Sunday morning were spent discussing issues.  Can you imagine 500 

people having a discussion?  It was all very orderly and more than one in ten of the delegates 

spoke; however, none went on for more that five minutes.  They monitored themselves and no 

one had to be called down.  There was a “conductor”  (we would call the position 
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“parliamentarian”) but he was only called into play late on Sunday when the delegates were 

about to vote on the budget.  One delegate complained when it came to voting on the budget.  

that there had been little attention given to the budget during the two days of discussions.  It 

should be noted that there had been no motions, resolutions, or amendments made and voted on 

before presenting the budget.  The man complained that the convention officials should have 

planned for Saturday night to be spent scrutinizing the budget instead of the unnecessary, 

frivolous skit and dance which had taken place.  The conductor rose to the occasion.  He 

suggested that the assembly sing number 254 in the organization’s songbook.  It was a song 

about Saturday night.  The delegates enthusiastically responded and sang the complainer down!  

I had already been told that the plenary discussions were important but that coffee breaks 

were even more important.  The Danes have learned to balance the I and the we.  One delegate 

explained to me that the budget and election of officers required voting but that all other issues 

were best dealt with by discussion.  Discussion informed all delegates about the issues but then 

left them free to go home and use their own best judgement.  Here was an illustration of freedom 

tempered by responsibility.  I was told that in Denmark “freedom is not a matter of individual 

rights, it is a condition of society.”

An organized, orderly society is not possible without giving up some freedom and 

investing personal time and energy into communal concerns. Individual freedom and a 

functioning society need this balance between the I and the we.  It is possible to be unhappy with 

the precarious nature of this balance and wish to move more either towards unconstrained 

spontaneity or toward the security of rigid controls.  Alternatively, we can accept the precarious 

nature of the balance, be happy life is that way, and relish the challenge of keeping things in 

reasonable balance.  The reasonable balance is, to me , is the function of government.  Balance 

doesn’t happen if individuals insist on either/or.  The dichotomy needs to be relegated to the dark 

ages.  When people seek to cooperate with each other, to trust each other, and are willing to sing 

down those who are out of tune, religious freedom will work.  Freedom of religion in the United 

States of America depends on tolerance and a discussion about how to navigate a condition of 
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society which balances individual beliefs so that all are encouraged to practice their faith.  The 

function of government will be to legislate regulations which foster responsible tolerance.

The civil attitude must be honest and real and reside in a cultural condition.  The Supreme 

Court’s labeling for the 2011 decision to consider corporations to be citizens Citizen’s United is 

dishonest and we shouldn’t stand for it.  Corporations, in their organizational structure which is 

colored by competition rather than cooperation.  Most delegates to their annual meetings give 

weight according to the number of shares owned by an individual investor.  In a democracy it has 

been and always should be one person/one vote as is the policy in cooperatives.

Think about traffic conditions.  We have regulations.  There are speed limits, stop signs, 

right of ways, yield signs and many more regulations designed to enable an orderly function on 

the road.  We have the freedom to drive from here to there but are given limits; we are told not to 

go the wrong way on a one way street or, even worse, to go the wrong way on the Interstate.  

Government agencies, the highway patrol, the police, and driving permits are in place and are to 

be respected.  Imagine what it would be like if there were no regulations!  On the other hand, 

imagine what would happen if individuals ignored the rules of the road.

For ten years, I taught Driver Safety Classes for AARP and I came to realize that safe 

travel depended on more than knowing and following the letter of the law.  I began urging my 

students to go beyond the law and to practice civility, courtesy, and tolerance as a way to make 

the roads safer for all.  I do not know of a law stating that we should alternate in merging traffic.  

Perhaps you have found it problematic to enter heavy traffic on an Interstate; there is a need for 

accommodation; no one has the right-of-way any more.  The need for an attitude of cooperation, 

adjustment, and consideration seems pretty obvious.

Most religions teach the golden rule.  In balancing oneself with one’s neighbors, the 

church and state can meet in America.
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