Grace’s Story

By Jon Halberg
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The sepia-toned photograph, well preserved all these years, shows a young couple with their bright-eyed, happy baby girl between them. Elizabeth, the mother, sits on the left, wearing a dark dress with a light-colored, wide-open collar that makes it look like a sailor suit.  Her husband Rollin stands on the right, wearing a dark suit, white shirt with a high, old-fashioned collar and silk cravat. Unlike his wife and daughter, his eyes are not on the camera, but off to the left, as if his thoughts are somewhere else.  With his Roman nose and dark hair slicked back, her dark hair and eyes, full nose and lips, they remind me of photos of immigrants at Ellis Island, their features looking like they may have come from southern or eastern Europe. Baby Grace, dressed in a long white gown with long sleeves and wearing knit booties, is the only one smiling. The year was 1916.


When I talked to Grace recently, she said she didn’t know how her parents could afford to pay for all the photos they’d had taken of her. “They must have been very poor,” she said.  Grace’s newlywed parents were poor, but did better in Detroit than they could have in northern Michigan that year.  Rollin, 24, worked as a streetcar conductor.  Elizabeth, not quite 19, had all she could do to take care of the baby, keep house, and adjust to city life after growing up 200 miles to the north in the small-town lumbering center of Lewiston.

♦      ♦      ♦
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City Hall and the Majestic Building in downtown Detroit about 1900. Detroit 

was then known as “the most beautiful city in America.” 

(Virga, 1997, p. 223) 


April 15, 1916 – “I was born in what is now called Corktown,” Grace said.  “My mother and dad lived on 16th Street, in some rented rooms in a house. A lady downstairs helped with the birthing.”  Corktown, beginning in the mid-1800s, was where Irish immigrants fleeing the potato famine, began to live with the French, who’d been in the majority since Cadillac first settled Detroit in 1701.  In the early 1900s, with its auto industry just beginning to boom, the city was like a magnet drawing immigrants from across the U.S. and across the Atlantic looking for work.  In the 20 years after 1910, the population of Detroit exploded, with the city leaping from 19th-largest to 4th-largest in the United States  and gaining over one million people. A major housing shortage and a huge building boom followed the growth (Microsoft Encarta Encyclopedia).

♦      ♦      ♦
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Grace, at left, with Michigan First Lady Lenore Romney in August, 1966.

(Montmorency County Tribune, Aug.25, 1966)
Another photo, this one on yellowed newsprint, is clipped from an August 25, 1966, Montmorency County (Mich.) Tribune.  County Treasurer Grace Halberg stands to the left of Lenore Romney, wife of Michigan Governor George Romney, on the steps of the courthouse in Atlanta during a visit to the county 4-H Fair.  Grace, young-looking at 50, wears her hair cut in a short, conservative style.  She’s not huge, but a heavyset woman, still with the same round cheeks of the baby in the photo between Rollin and Elizabeth.

Grace Halberg, 86, is my grandmother. After growing up and graduating from high school in Detroit, she met my grandfather, the son of Finnish immigrants who worked and farmed in Lewiston, a small town in northern Michigan, during summers spent with her relatives up north.  A high school graduate, she worked on the farm as a young bride and then followed my grandfather, Hank, around the country with two kids after he was drafted at 37 at the tail-end of World War II.  She cooked at the local school for 16 years, and eventually ran for and was elected county treasurer, a post she held for 21 years. She’s been retired since 1980, and she and Hank spent several winters in Florida until he got sick the winter of 2000.  

The Florida winters were her idea, not his. Grace says the cold gets into her bones, but Hank, who’d grown up in the woods west of Lewiston, always thought winters were supposed to be snowy and cold; that’s the way they always were.  Before his health started slipping, he was constantly busy -- out working in the yard or garden, chopping wood, and he still got a deer almost every year into his 90s.  She kept busy too, but inside the house: cooking, canning, and reading.  He died just a few days short of his 93rd birthday in November 2001.  Now, Grace is getting out and doing more than she ever was while Grandpa’s health was declining.


When we talked recently, she had just fallen and hurt her hip.  She wasn’t hurt badly, but had rested over the weekend.  “So Saturday I read a book, Sunday I read one, Monday I read one, and Tuesday I read one,” she said.  “And that’s what I used to do when I was a kid. My mother’d make me go out and play for a while, and I’d just sit on the step till she let me back in so I could read.  I never liked to play with dolls, and I wasn’t … I’ve never been crafty or creative, so it’s just been reading for me.”


Though she said she couldn’t recall any specific books this many years later from her childhood, Grace said she always liked to read from the time she was very young.  “And I must have learned to read fairly young, and uh, or I probably was read to, but I don’t really remember that.  I do remember … I was probably no more than 10, or 11, maybe 12, of going to the library, the branch library, and I had to go on the streetcar.  And I went by myself, and I’d get on the streetcar, and go get books. And when I got a really, really big treat, a few times, I got to go to the main library on Woodward.  And you had to go on the streetcar, and then transfer to another streetcar to get there.  But I don’t remember really what books I got. I just went to the library often and went on the streetcar and went to the library.  
More than once as we talked, perhaps I asked more than once, Grace mentioned that she really couldn’t recall the names of the books she’d read as a youngster, or their authors.  At the time, it didn’t seem all that unusual to me; at more than 40 years her junior, I have trouble remembering specifics about my childhood too.  For an autobiographical look at literacy I’d worked on earlier, I’d asked Grace, my closest living relative apart from my sisters, whether I’d been read to as a child. I had no real memories of my parents spending time reading to me.  She said she didn’t know, but that she read to me often when we visited her home. So it didn’t seem strange that my grandmother had trouble remembering her favorite childhood books too.

♦      ♦      ♦

“I do remember that books were a treasured thing in the family,” Grace said.  “When I brushed my teeth for a week, I got a book. That was the prize. You know, it wasn’t candy, to do some special thing, it was a book. And it was to read. And then, when I was a kid, see, I was eight years old before Ruth Ann (her younger sister) was born, and then, she was like, one, two, three years old – I never had any other kids to play with, so I just read. And I still do that today.” 


But while she loved to read, and often writes letters to friends and relatives, Grace said she didn’t do well at “creative writing” in school.  “I never was very much good at writing, because probably I wasn’t creative.  Or maybe I was lazy, I don’t know. But uh, I really haven’t written very much.  I remember I had to write a, I was supposed to write a paper for a, I don’t remember what class it was for, when I was a senior in high school, and I was going with a guy that was a … senior in college. And he more or less wrote the thing for me, I didn’t write it.”

♦      ♦      ♦


The contrast between Grace’s ability and interest in reading and writing is a striking example of what literacy scholar Frank Smith was saying when he wrote: “Language, whether spoken or written, produced or comprehended, always is related to intentions and purposes, and children learn about language as they strive to use it” (1984, p. 144).  Smith saw literacy as a means, rather than an end goal. So did Grace. She learned to read, despite her parents scolding her to put the books aside, get outdoors and do something active, because reading books was an enjoyable way to experience the stories in them.  She didn’t learn to read because she had to complete a reading assignment for class.  As for writing, there was little practical reason in her life to use writing as anything more than for writing a short note to a classmate or making a shopping list.  For this reason, getting anything more than the basic skills needed for writing served little purpose.  Even later, though she needed to learn the proper formats for more official communication in her position as country treasurer, there still was not much need for strong writing skills above an average level. 


♦      ♦      ♦

Though she wasn’t sure whether her father was a high school graduate, and she knew her mother had finished school in the 10th grade, which was as far as students could go at the small Lewiston school, Grace said her parents and her father’s brothers, who lived with them in Detroit for some time, were “always learning, taking classes, and learning something new.”

“I remember my uncle George, when I was a teenager, he lived with us, and he took Spanish classes,” she said.  “And he come home, I remember him telling, one of the words I remember him telling was, like, “Jesus” you pronounce that “hay-zoo.”  And different things he said like that.”

Not long before Grace was born, people had begun to take notice of the mushrooming auto industry in Detroit.  Henry Ford’s auto plant was cranking out Model Ts on the world’s first assembly line and paying workers the unheard-of sum of $5 a day.  People flocked from all over to Detroit for the high-paying jobs.  Grace’s parents, her uncle George and his younger brother Marion all moved to Detroit during the boom years: the teens and on into the ‘20s.

♦      ♦      ♦
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The world’s first auto body and chassis assembly line producing Ford Model T’s, 1914. 



 (Sorensen, 1956)
♦      ♦      ♦

In addition to earning a living, and taking classes, there was other learning too, from making their own furniture to building houses.  “Dad and his brothers, they were into carpenter work too; now that had to be just self-taught. They built houses and I remember they built our house, and so all these things were self-taught through study and, and I don’t know just how these people learned all that stuff.”

♦      ♦      ♦

Grace graduated from high school when she was 16.  She’d started early, at four years old, since her mother was working, which was unusual in those days.  Though she wasn’t sure whether he’d graduated from high school, Grace said her father worked as a schoolteacher for some time in his late teens.  At that time, “anyone with an eighth-grade diploma who could pass the state teacher’s exam could teach in a one-room rural school.  Many young people taught for several years before the girls married and the boys found a better paying job” (Fritz, 1998, p. 4).  “In those days, he probably was 17 years old or something and maybe he went to county normal for two or three weeks or something,” Grace said with a laugh.  “I don’t really know, but that’s what people did in those days.  And he always wanted me to be a teacher.  But, I wasn’t very interested, and I wasn’t ambitious enough…”

♦      ♦      ♦

Though she says she lacked ambition, from the time she was married at 18, Grace did whatever kind of work she had to do to make ends meet.  First on the farm, then as a local township official, cook for the local school, renting out rooms  and providing board for hunters in deer season in her home, and eventually becoming a county treasurer, her “lack of ambition” never seemed to slow her down.  Hank, seeing a better future in building houses than in working the tired soil of the family farm, got more and more work, spending time a few hundred miles to the south in Detroit in the years before World War II, when the city’s boom returned in the wake of the Depression.

However, late in the war, he returned home to Lewiston. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time. As Grace tells it, the local draft board supervisor was surprised to see Hank in town.  The sparsely populated area had already lost most of its men to the draft, and he thought Hank was already gone too. But at 37, in 1945, there was still a call for draftees, and Hank’s number was picked.

He never got sent overseas, as his carpentry skills were valuable stateside. Grace followed Hank, with two youngsters in tow, from Michigan to West Virginia, Texas and New Mexico before he got his discharge.  When they returned to Lewiston in 1946, he built the home she still lives in, as well as a building supply-hardware store, both in town.

♦      ♦      ♦

Though she herself had graduated from high school (with a little help from her friends), Grace seems to draw a thick line between what was learned in school and “useful knowledge,” the learning needed to get along in life. After getting married at 18, and finding herself living on a Finnish farmstead in the jack pines of northern Michigan with Hank and his aging parents, she said the reading and writing she’d learned in school didn’t make much of a difference at the time.

“It probably wasn’t very important,” she said. “When I’d been in school, why that was in the worst of the depression; there was no work anyplace.  I graduated from high school in 1933.  And then I came up (to Lewiston) … Then that’s when grandpa and I started going together.  And then after we got married in ’34, why I just lived out there on the farm, and worked my butt off. Made butter, and sold it, and did all sorts of things to make money; raised chickens, and killed ‘em and dressed ‘em and then sold ‘em, and grandpa did everything to make money.”

However, even on the farm, reading continued to be a source of pleasure for her.  While her husband and his family couldn’t understand why anyone would want to “waste their time reading,” she said, whenever they were gone, especially if Hank left on a hunting trip, she’d get out a book and read for fun as soon as she finished whatever chores needed doing.

My grandfather, Hank, made it as far as the eighth grade before the needs of his family and their backwoods farm put him to work.  He never struck me as the type who would have missed the fact that he hadn’t gotten more schooling.  Though Grace said she doubted he’d ever read a whole book on his own, he ran his own contracting business with crews and the store for years. He was eight years older than Grace. He farmed at first for a few years, then found his way into carpentry, first working for the state Department of Natural Resources, which was building fisheries research laboratory on the creek near his family’s farm.  He and a friend branched out from there, soon doing carpenter work in town, several miles away. Eventually, he put together a crew and started building houses all around the area, as well as building a reputation for doing good work.
 “I don’t know how he learned all that he had to know to do all this carpenter work he did, ‘cause he only went through the eighth grade in school,” Grace said.  “But, you know, there, he had to do a lot of figuring to figure a job and do it all by hand.  And then to do all the carpenter work that you had to do, and, figure out how to cut a board, and … how many feet do you need and all that stuff.”

Later, Grace worked for 14 years, cooking at the small elementary/middle school that served all the students in Lewiston, including her own two children Grace said she didn’t know how important literacy was for that job, “except that you can’t do anything if you don’t know how to read. Well, I can’t see that it affected anything much when I cooked at school.  Why I always knew how to cook, and I just had to read the recipe. But then at that same time, I was the township clerk here, and of course I couldn’t have done that if I hadn’t had the knowledge of reading, and doing, and writing.  I took the minutes, and also kept track of the township elections at that time.”

As far as mathematical literacy, what literacy theorist H.J. Graff (1987) calls “numeracy,” Grace readily admits that despite her survival through “oral arithmetic” in school, and the fact that she ended up becoming a county treasurer, she was a flop in arithmetic.  “I never was really that good with numbers, and that’s the thing. See, when I got to be the county treasurer (1959), in the county treasurer’s office, half of it was bookkeeping, and the other half was land descriptions and, and lots of other laws and things and committee that you had to do. Well, I was no good with the bookkeeping, and I had a deputy that did all the bookkeeping. 

“Gen Cook, she lives in Florida now; for 16 years, she worked as a bookkeeper, and I never learned bookkeeping. She had taken bookkeeping, and she knew how to keep the books, and I didn’t. But I had to do the politicking, and be on committees, and know all about the land descriptions.  And that land descriptions was really a hard … I had to learn that.  After I got elected, before … let’s see, I was elected fourth of November, and the term didn’t start till the first of January.  I went up to the school here, and got a civics book, and learned what, something about what the treasurer was supposed to be doing,” she said, laughing.  She must have figured out what to do all right, as she was treasurer for 21 years before retiring in 1980.
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Grace at home with four-month-old grandson Jon in 1959.    (personal collection) 

 “The first biggest challenge was running for treasurer and being elected. Then, what I did, was, they had classes for incoming officers. I went down to the Kellogg Center, at Michigan State. I don’t know, I think I was there for one week. Well, when I was there, I met the guy that was the treasurer in Otsego County, I remember his name was Lange.  He was one of the instructors.  But you know, I didn’t understand one thing they were talking about, because I didn’t know anything about the job.  

“And so, I went over for one week, to his office, and they showed me how to make out receipts and a few things like that.  And then, the first couple of days that I was in office, he sent over his deputy to help me. See, the people that were in there (her opponent’s staff), they were mad because they got beat, and they wouldn’t show me how to do anything. So he sent his deputy over.  

“But then, the woman that was first my deputy, her name was Nina Trowbridge, she was a bookkeeper.  She and I just studied and studied all the records that were in the office. She studied the bookkeeping records and I studied the land transaction records. And it was a big learning process, I’ll tell you, the first couple of years.  See one thing, in a one-horse place like Montmorency County, the county officer has to know, probably 50 different things, where in someplace like Saginaw or Flint, they’ve got one person that’s the head of every one of those different departments, like inheritance taxes, or subdivisions or that kind of thing. Well, when you’re in a little place like this, you’ve got to know about everything.”

Nowadays, Grace says that reading is again one of her chief forms of entertainment, though her tastes have changed.  “I used to read things that were a lot deeper. And now, I just want to be entertained and I read stuff that’s pretty light. And sometimes I get – twice this winter, I’ve never done that before, because Grandpa would always holler at me to come to bed – but twice I started reading a book and, I just read and read until three or four o’clock in the morning, because I wanted to finish the book. I go to the library about once a week.  I like mysteries, but not gory mysteries. One of my favorite authors is Dick Francis.  He writes stories about horse racing, and there’s always a little mystery.  Lately, well, I’ve noticed even since grandpa’s gone, I’m reading lighter and lighter stuff, oh by some women writers, mostly love stories.”

♦      ♦      ♦

Grace’s life story shows clearly the truth behind Smith’s ideas about needing a reason to learn to read, write, speak or communicate in any way, as well as reading teacher Jeanne Henry’s (1995) thoughts about helping students learn to read by showing them how much fun it could be.  Henry says she has seen proof and knows she can help students become interested in real reading, which is their best chance at being able to cope with the demands of academic “reading.”  I can’t imagine how any method for teaching reading could do more, no matter which approach was used and what format it works with.  And if the students find they don’t need to go beyond the basic level and succeed with academic reading at more advanced levels, what’s wrong with that?

Whether it was the literacy that shaped her personality, or her personality that turned her to reading, Grace says the ability to read is a big part of her identity.  “That’s the kind of person that I am.  I like to be social, but when there’s nothing else to do, I read. See, most women my age do handwork. They either knit or make an afghan or do stuff like that, or they do crafts, and I don’t do that. I don’t have 17 pillows laying around that I embroidered, and I don’t have a bunch of afghans that I knit, and I don’t sew, so all that’s left for me is reading.”

“It’s hard to say what reading has done for you, except that, you couldn’t live without reading.”

♦      ♦      ♦
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Grace and Hank at home in Lewiston, Mich., 1997.
♦      ♦      ♦
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