
Things I Have Seen 

By: Henry F. Thielman 

When I was a young boy about 12, the Wabash River flooded the bottom lands. Our farm was about 

halve of it under water. My older brothers had made a skiff. One day they went to Bog Woods to see if 

there were any ducks. 

Instead of ducks they found rabbits. The poor things were all shivery on a small ridge and almost 

starved. They were not afraid of us. We picked them up and put them in the boat and took them to a 

high land and turned loose in a clover field. We carried out over 60. And for a year if we run across a 

rabbit, he would sit up and look at us with smile.  

The next incident happened when I was already a young man. There was a fine old place on the banks of 

the Ohio. The Shelhorse Place. There were two girls and a boy Henry. One Sunday afternoon, quite a 

crowd had gathered, when a big storm came up. When it hit the river it was a cyclone. It gathered the 

water into a funnel like spout. It was narrow at bottom but spread in a funnel shape, about 40 feet high. 

It went right pass us on the bank. But before it reached Mt. Vernon, it busted. It sure was a sight.  

The country had originally been all woods 80 acres of farm was very hilly, woods but all small trees been 

cut off. It was fine blue grass pasture, but all fine big trees were left and mostly yellow popular. Very fine 

wood can’t be had any more. 

My brother-in-law wanted to build himself a home, so father told us to cut enough of the popular to 

furnish the lumber. We cut one tree which measured 92 feet to the first limbs. There was one big oak, 

too big to cut. It was right on the edge of a field. A cyclone came about and blew it in to the field. Then 

we had to cut it. We had to chop into it on each side so we could use a 6 foot saw. It measured almost 6 

feet in diameter. We cut a 10 foot log and managed to get it on a log wagon. I hauled it to the saw mill; 

it sawed out over 1200 feet of lumber. 

In 1885 the river went out and flooded all the bottom lands. One day a house came down the river with 

3 people on top of the roof. They were taken off and some of their things were saved. One day a straw 

stack came down the river with 3 cows on it. A ferry boat managed to edge up to the straw stack and 

the cows were saved. 

When I was about 6 years old they built the first R.R. in the state, right pass near our house. One day my 

brother and some more boys walked over to see the first trains come pass – of course I had to sneak 

along. When the train did come I was so scared I ran away home. I screamed every step. 

The railroad had to cut through the side of a big hill, hard clay – used lots of blasting powder, left clumps 

of clay on the side. One Sunday our gang of boys thought it quite joke to roll those chunks on the track. 

A work train came along and all fancy cussing. It took them one hour to clean the track again. We kids 

were hid on top of hill and watched.  

Well I finally grew up and as both older brothers had married. I had taken charge of that big farm. Only 

18 at that. Well I will have to go back a few years. My father sent me to school. He did not want me to 

be a farmer. I spent 1 year in private school and then went to the old academy. From that he made work 



in a store. He wanted me to be a lawyer. I read law one year in school. Then I was to study under old 

Judge Edison. But when I was ready the old Judge claimed he could not take me on as he had 6 students, 

so father got me a job in a store, where I worked about 2 years. I did not like town. I came back to the 

farm.  

Just about that time the farmers all organized the Farmers (grange?), of course I had to join and with-in 

a year I was pushed up to the head of the society. I could talk and figure. When I was 24 years old they 

wanted to run me for county treasure and fought against it. A friend of mine put me wise. There was a 

shortage of $185,000.00, been a sweet thing to fall into. 

Well father made me take over the farm entirely and pay him rent. He was truck farming, and also we 

had a 10 acre orchard. Wonderful fruit. Some years he made big money out of his end of it. 

I was making money so fast. I did not know what to do with it. When I was 24 I had about $15,000.00 in 

the bank lying idle. Just about that time my health went back on me. I got typhoid fever, had two spells 

in one year. The Ohio valley was a typhoid country. The doctors scared me the last time I got over it in 

October; they made me take a trip away from there. I went to St. Louis and from there to Davenport, IL 

to St. Paul MN and Winnipeg Canada gone a month. 

I saw there was a big country outdoors. When I came back home I told father to rent the farm to my 

brother John. I was going west. I intended to go to Tacoma Washington. Had some school mates there. 

Late that winter my brother-in-law August Bieker came to see us. He was from Manning Iowa. He 

persuaded me to go back with him for a visit. While there the town burned down. That one business 

block, of 14 stores. I had got acquainted with a couple of fine young men. Fred Miller and August 

Reimers. Who had just opened up a Hardware store. They soon knew the town would re-build, and of 

good buildings, brick. They got the contract of putting on the roofs, which was time and the store fronts 

were all ornamental galvanized iron. I became a (tinner?), and worked from July to December on 

roofing.  

My brother-in-law must have let it out that I had money. I went in as partners with Pete Detlefs, in dry 

goods and groceries, the was 1890, Pete went wild, he went to Chicago to buy stock, and bought over 

$10,000 worth. Trade was good. Rich country, but in 1893 we had the worst panic our country ever saw. 

All banks busted. My father came to see me, brought me balance of my money. While there he bought a 

320 acre farm, and finally two brothers of mine came out. But farming did not pay corn sold for 7 cents 

and oats 5 cents, wheat  45. In the mean time father sold his land and made some money on it. Then he 

went down to Arkansas and bought 640 acres north of town. He wanted Chris and John to move on the 

land, which they did. 

I had a chance to sell out my interest in the store, and all the cash I got out was $1500.00 with about 

$6,000 in the books owing  me. I collected about $1200 of that in a couple of years. The balance of my 

money was gone with the wind. I went to Stuttgart and was there just two days when bought me a farm. 

I was getting ready to farm, when young Boysen came down there to look the country over, he and 

Uncle arranged to start operations at once. They put me in a little office as field man. One day a fine 

looking old man and 3 other men came into the office. I was just about ready to close up.  



The old gentleman, spoke up I’m O.E. Towder (Fowder?), and mentioned the others. This was Gov. Frank 

Towder's father. He made me get teams and rig and go out in the country and show him a tract of land. 

Comer in land, sold him the whole tract, it’s were station Lieghton now is. That was a (??) Old man 

Boysen. 

I had to come up here to Chicago at once, he paid me $50 per month and $1.00per acre commission. He 

put me out to Roselle IL. The home of the Rathye (Rathge?) also Fraizen. Barney Franzen was a prince, 

and did we sell land. I cleaned up $5000 the first year. Old man Rathye did not like Arkansas, but his son 

Fred became buddies. Frank was there only 18 years old.  

Well I made money fast. Some of the Roselle people are living down in town now. Joerus, Jung, Reinhard 

and lots of others got rich there.  

I worked west of Chicago two or three years then Barney Franzen took me down to Beecher. Preacher 

Koch was his brother-in-law and through him I got acquainted, was but a short time I sold lot of land to 

Beecher people. At a big political meeting I met Joe Carmon, he was congress man for 48 years. I visited 

with him whenever I came near Danville. He wanted me to go into politics but I knew the game was 

crooked.  

I eventually went to Marion Ohio. Sold some fine people and met Harding, he was owner of the Marion 

Star. I got well acquainted with him. He later became President. He was a fine clean man. Well made 

money fast and got well acquainted with your mother. We married and built our home.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


