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"It was only driven to church on Sundays by a little old lady.”

This exaggerated claim usually means
that somebody’s selling a used car, but it’s
also the punch line to one of my favorite
family tales. Like many similar recollections,
I suspect that details changed with age and
repetition, but I think I can safely claim that
the essence of what follows is true.

My mom grew up in a small Midwestern
town. Her family struggled, along with their
friends and neighbors, through the depres-
sion and then the war. Their shared hardship
seemed to foster an interconnected sense of
family and community.

Mom’s parents were first-generation
German immigrants — tough, hardy, and
self-sufficient. They managed with what
they had through difficult times. They kept
a big yellow two-story house on a corner,
where Grandma lived for eight decades. That
old house evokes memories of feather beds:
hand-made quilts; and a warm, cozy kitchen
on cold mornings.

Like many folks, Grandpa enjoyed a mea-
sure of post-war prosperity. He purchased

the only new car he ever owned — a brand
new 1949 Dodge.

In those days, South Dakota didn’t require
driver’s licenses. So when Grandpa died in the
early 1950s, Grandma began driving, even
though she'd rarely operated a vehicle. A few
years later when the state issued licenses,
she mailed in an application and became an
officially licensed driver.

Grandma was a very small woman. I never
actually saw her in the driver’s seat, but I
recall wondering how she could even see over
the massive dashboard. Usually she’d drive to
church on Sunday morning and stop at the
grocery store on her way home. The Dodge sat
in the garage the rest of the week, covered
with an old rug to protect it from the dust.

This ritual continued for decades. Then one
wintry Sunday morning when she was well
into her 80s, Grandma came out of church to
find her windows covered with snow and ice.
She managed to clear a small patch of wind-
shield and slowly made her way to the store
and then home.







