
Farm Life and Beyond: Oral Histories of Central New York State
William S. Walker, Cooperstown Graduate Program

Edna Cushman, Schuyler Lake, NY
Interviewed by Marie Hewett, December 4, 1971

MH: There’s a lot of farming around Schuyler Lake. . . . : What were some of the things that they raised on the farms?

EC: Generally, it’s dairy farming.  They’d have a good big dairy and produce the milk.  There was a milk station down here 
that you took your milk to.  Way back originally there was a cheese factory.  But when we were on the farm, they took in 
the milk down by the trolley station and sent it to the Dairymen’s League.  The people with the dairies had to raise their 
own hay, corn, oats, and wheat.  Some went in for a little truck gardening like cabbages and that sort of stuff.  Later on, 
they began to get the silos and they would cut the corn and put it ensilage.  And that’s what ours was up there was a 
dairy farm.  We had the cows and worked the land.

* * *

EC: There were no state roads or automobiles. . . . The trolley was active then.  The trolley cars went up through here.  
That was put in a little while after we moved here, and everybody would go on the trolley cars to Cooperstown or 
Oneonta or Utica for something to do. . . . After we came to live here, that was 1923, a few years after that they put in 
the state road.  Before that it was mud this deep up all through the camps here.  A lot of the people had a driving horse, 
carriage horse, and would get around that way. . . . Without cars you didn’t get around for entertainment as much.  You 
had little socials, church socials and house parties.  In those days, we skated and we’d get out and tobaggan and ride 
down the steep hills in big bobsleds.  We skated up on the lake quite a little. . . . Now it’s snowmobile country.

* * *

EC: Most of the country businesses are all gone now.  At one time, we had two blacksmith shops, a drug store, hardware 
store, two groceries, a milliner’s shop and a dressmaker’s shop, cheese factory, sawmill, and two hotels.

* * *

EC: One of the big hotels . . . was where the post office now stands.  It was the old-fashioned kind that had that huge big 
ballroom up overhead and banquet room like in the end.  That’s where we used to hold the old big dances.  In the winter 
a man would come here and give dancing lessons.  My husband and I were in a little group . . . a little orchestra, and for 
our little neighborhood dances we’d play . . . for free just for the fun of it.

* * *

EC: I tried to think if there were any rental properties, and I could only think of one.  Everybody owned their home.  A lot 
of retired people owned their own home and came to live in the village, farmers.  There was just one.  The people owned 
it and their son and his wife rented it to live in.  There were no rentals aside from that that I can remember. . . . At that 
time, I could go right up one street and down the other and know everybody that lived there.  Now I don’t even know the 
names of half the people.  They come and go and they’re rented you know and they’re in and out.  They work 
somewhere else and just get an apartment or place here.  So that’s changed that much.

* * *

JoAnn van Vranken, Edmeston, NY
Interviewed by Maria Pease, November 18, 2009

JV: [M]y mother had an active role in the farming, and so I was the one that had to watch my baby brother Neil, and we 
would go up in the woods and build forts.  We would be gone all day long up in the woods, and we would watch my 
younger siblings. My older brother was usually the one helping on the farm, but sometimes we had to help unload the 
hay too, so it’s not like we were playing all the time. We did help unload hay. . . .It was different than it is now as far as 
unloading hay. We had a really fun time especially in the summertime; wintertime we were in school.

* * *

JV: [O]ut in the rural areas, [there are] less farms. When I was growing up, on a six-mile stretch, there were about nine or 
ten farms, working dairy farms that were actually shipping milk. There are two, and my brother’s, my folks’s farm, is one 
of them and the one right next door, but the rest have all been...people have sold out. A lot of it is the kids didn’t want to 
continue to farm. So it’s just sad, this is an agricultural area and the farms are just depleting big time. I mean my father-
in-law was a farmer.  His farm that he had when my husband was growing up is still a working farm, but there are a lot of 
them where they’re just not, and the barns are falling down.  That’s really sad for me to see that happen. People buy 
from the city, because property downstate is so much more expensive than up here.  They get up here and go, “oh, this is 
a bargain,” so they’ll buy farms and property just for a summer home, and then they may come up once a year and then 
they don’t maintain it and then it falls down.  But then people will go “oh, well we can get somebody from the city to buy 
this place,” so they drive up the prices.  They set the price high.  Well, the people living here, grew up here, have jobs 
here, cannot afford these places because it doesn’t have the wage base to support it.  I shouldn’t say this because my 
father was one of those first influxes from the city, but he moved up here . . . and lived up here. They didn’t buy the land 
and just come up once or twice in the summertime.  They moved up here on their own and this is their home.  I can’t say 
that he was the start of it.  I think . . . since 9/11, a lot of people have, and even before, they want to get away from the
city.  They have their problems down there, so, “ah let’s buy the land upstate,” not realizing, yeah, you got to maintain 
this, but there are a lot of places that just look abandoned.

* * *

JV: [My husband] has a different outlook [on] farming than I do, I think. But then again, he was a boy. He drove tractor, 
and I didn’t drive tractor.  I cooked supper, and I had to help get the meal on the table.  I watched the younger kids, so I 
guess my roles on the farming part [were] different than what Bob remembers.  He couldn’t wait to get away from the 
farm.  Me, I enjoyed it. I liked it. But now, that he’s been away and he’s come back, he doesn’t mind it so much. I guess 
you can take the boy away from the farm but not the farm out of the boy, no matter how unhappy you are at the time.

* * *
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Barbara Mook, Cooperstown, NY
Interview by Maria Vann, November 9, 2009

MV: So, you mentioned that you grew up in the Depression. Do you have any memories of that that you can share?

BM: Oh yes, my dad’s business went bankrupt, and the bank as a matter of fact went under. There was a man in town 
that committed suicide, and my dad had made the statement that he could understand that, and my mother had one 
of us stay with my father constantly, one of us almost every minute because she worried about how depressed he was 
about losing his business. And then our home burned when I was about six or seven. It was gutted by fire and had to 
be completely refurnished. That was another very traumatic time for them. But my mother did baking, she baked for 
an exchange, and that was how she helped support us. It was really, really very difficult financially. We never went 
hungry, but we certainly didn’t have elaborate meals. We had a big garden which was a life saver.

* * *

MV: So, now was it, what kind of a challenge was it with six little ones?

BM: It was terrible; Bill was in service twice.  First time I had just the one [child], but our income was cut by two 
thousand dollars.  In those days that was an awful lot of money. And it was a hard time both financially and physically.  
Being alone with a baby.  You have to remember that that was when penicillin was new, and I can remember once 
when Bobbie was sick and I had to give her penicillin every three hours myself, and I’d just get her to sleep from one 
shot and have to give her another. It was awful.

* * *

MV: What type of nursing did you do specifically?

BM: I started out home nursing because I had done Henry Street in New York City.  I left that out, but I was with Henry 
Street in New York City, and that was an experience going in all the homes—bedbugs and hemorrhaging patients.  I 
had one woman who had a baby that she had delivered herself.  When I weighed the baby on my little spring scale it 
weighed two pounds and twelve ounces. And she had it in a shoebox by the space heater. I saw an awful lot of amazing 
things working on Henry Street.

MV: Could you tell me about Henry Street and that area of the city and what it was like at that point?

BM: Henry Street is a term for what later became the New York visiting nurses.  It was started by Margaret Sanger, and 
it had its original, main office down on Henry Street, which is in lower Manhattan.[1]  My district, my office was on the 
corner of Broadway and one sixty-eighth street.  My district was one forty-fifth, one sixtieth to one forty-fifth street. 
From Riverside Drive to Edgecombe Avenue.  It was a real cross section of the city.  We saw new mothers; we saw 
women who had for some reason or other their pregnancy was threatened.  I followed a woman who was a diabetic, 
and I had to walk up four flights of stairs to get to her. . . . I was in the home where there were bedbugs.  A woman had 
miscarried, and she was in a basement apartment.  I went down and wrapped on the door, and I heard her call and she 
said, “open the door,” and I did.  I felt around, turned on the light, and the bugs just skittered, up the walls and up 
everything.  I followed her voice and found her in bed, turned back the bedcovers to examine her, and the bedbugs just 
skittered. Fortunately she was the last patient I had in the day, but she had miscarried at home and I had to be sure 
she was alright and then I checked her fundus and her blood pressure and so forth. I got her cleaned up, I went home 
and I can remember undressing outside the apartment door, dropping the clothes out there, climbing in the shower 
then going down to the basement to the washer down there. I had bedbug bites right up my arm.

[1] The Visiting Nurse Service of New York was founded by Lillian Wald.  Margaret Sanger worked as a visiting nurse in 
New York City’s Lower East Side.

* * *

Homer Osterhoudt, Cooperstown, NY
Interviewed by Daniel Winklebleck, November 11, 2008

HO: I was born in Oneonta and I was only there about six months and my father got a job up at the Fenimore Farm [in 
Cooperstown, NY] carrying milk, delivering milk with a horse and wagon for the Fenimore Farm Dairy.  He did that for 
about two years and then after that he bought a farm in a little place about three miles outside of town called Phoenix 
Mills, and that’s where I grew up, and that’s where I … spent my young life, until I got married.

* * *

HO: I worked for the Hall of Fame; that was in 1937.  Got my Social Security Card and worked for the Bedford 
Construction Company of Utica. And we set up a cement mixing machine in front of the Post Office on Main St.  We 
carted, wheel-barrowed cement over for the foundation over across the street for the Hall of Fame. After they got the 
foundation done they put up the building sides with cement blocks and then bricks.

DW: Was that pretty hard work? A tough job?

HO: Well, it was fairly hard, and it was in the winter too. During ‘37 and the first part of ’38. In the meantime, or right 
after that I was caddie master at the local golf club. Then, of course, when I went to work for the Grand Union, I 
worked there a couple years until I went into the Service, which was 1941.

* * * 


