The Shack

E

By Harold Wayne Baker

ighty-four-year-old recollections, without
doubt, can be frightfully fuzzy, such as
whether a stove at the back of a cookshack
burned coal, or wood, or perhaps both. Whichever
it was, despite sweltering temperatures outside, that
stove and my mother teamed up to provide three
meals a day for nearly two dozen harvest hands in
the wheat country of northwestern Oklahoma and
neighboring Kansas.
It was 1920. Mother had been hired to cook for
the harvest crew. My father, in turn, was responsible for the steam-powered tractors and most of
the other equipment, including reapers, binders,
and a belt-driven thresher; and, quite importantly,
he was also in charge of location and provision of
water for both machinery and man in that generally
dry ﬂatland. And for the cook shack.
Without question, “the shack” was vitally
important to the whole operation during the several
weeks of wheat harvest. Whether the crew and the
shack were moving after two days or a week, and
wherever it was, the bacon, eggs, biscuits and coffee
were to be ready at breakfast time, as were varied
and plentiful foods for midday and evening—even
on Sundays, when the harvest crew didn’t work.
When I was 4, I was right there for most of
it, both as a get-in-the-way child and as a virtual indentured helpmate to
Mother. Three times each day,
it was my role to help wash
dishes in a round tub outdoors
using water heated over the
coals of a bonﬁre. Sometimes
I had to complete the task all
by myself.
That tub was special to me
in other ways. When it wasn’t
being used to wash dishes—
or, less often, the kitchen towels—I could use it to ﬂoat tiny
wooden boats whittled by my
father. It was also where I took
Top: My mother, Urvie Baker, at the cookshack, 1920.
my once-in-awhile baths.
Above: Harvesting the wheat, 1920. Left to right: William H. Dobbins, me,
and my father, Milton Baker.
There was nothing palatial
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about the shack; it was clapboarded and starkly
squarish, inside and out. It measured 18–19 feet
long and was not much more than 6 feet wide. Thus
it balanced precariously on a lightweight frame and
metal spoke wheels, spanned not much more than
4 feet apart. It was shaky during periods of pot-rattling transit, and required sturdy wooden props at
mealtimes to keep it from tipping under the weight
and shifting movement of the crew.
Nor were the men assured of comfort within.
Their seats were the boarded tops of the storage
bins that stretched the length of both long inside
walls. The dining table—narrow and equipped with

The harvest crew, 1920.

folding legs—was hoisted up to the low ceiling
when not in use.
That created an open space where my parents
and I slept on pallets at night. Only the shack’s
ﬂoorboards shielded our ears from the noisy snores
of tired harvest hands who had taken refuge under
the shack. Under the circumstances, there were
trade-offs: While ventilation inside the cookshack
was limited by the door and 12 x 11⁄2-foot openings
in the sides, at least those openings were screened
against insects. The outdoor sleepers undoubtedly
had a better breeze, but they also had more bugs.
For Mother, the inside of the shack was seldom
comfortable. She did all the cooking using a sweatproducing ﬂat-topped iron stove with what in those
days were known as “six holes,” separate areas
for stove-top pots and skillets. The oven was on
the lower right side and the door for wood or coal
was on the left. Mother was always ﬁddling with a
“damper” to regulate the ﬂame and heat. A tin pipe

extending through the shack’s roof from the back of
the stove carried off the smoke.
I do not recall exactly when or how the shack
was provisioned; I do remember that most everything was stored in those side bins along the walls.
That would have limited the varieties of food
served, with heavy emphasis on potatoes and rice
and cured meats such as bacon and ham. Bags of
ﬂour took much of the space. Mother baked her
own bread and biscuits, and tried to provide some
cakes and pies. She had no icebox. Nor were there
many icehouses in small towns in the plains country. But when one was available, large blocks of ice
would be bought, and stored
in canvas-wrapped wash boilers to retard melting. Then,
for a day or two, there would
be iced tea for lunch, dinner
and after work.
The absence of cool storage for perishables, particularly milk, would necessitate
Mother and me venturing
out in our rag-topped Model
T every few days or so to
replenish supplies of milk,
fruits and fresh vegetables.
Most of these were acquired
at farms along the road rather
than in town stores.
Although I was generally kept away from the
operating machinery, I watched from a distance.
And since Dad had taken me to each piece of
equipment when it was shut down and explained
how and what it did, I had a pretty good idea of
what I was seeing. I was fascinated by a big steam
engine’s pufﬁng belches while its foot-wide belt
provided power to the thresher.
Not everything was mechanical. This was still
the era of the horse, and we had at least three twoanimal teams with us all the time, along with three
wagons. The largest of these was a slat-sided affair
that was used to haul mowed wheat to the thresher,
where up to eight or nine men with pitchforks would
transfer the grain from the wagon to the thresher.
The other two wagons were smaller, built to haul
threshed wheat to the landowner’s granary or to one
of the towering commercial granaries that dotted the
prairies. Twice, as I recall, I was permitted to ride
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atop a load of wheat to one of the latter and watch
as the wagons were backed up to slanted ramps,
tailgates were unhinged, and the grain was shoveled out.
The cookshack also had a wagon tongue,
which interfered with using steps at the front. I
don’t remember horses ever being harnessed to
it, however. When the shack was moved to a new
wheat ﬁeld, it was pulled behind a tractor with
broad iron wheels, and my father at the controls.
My mother and I rode in the Model T. Both the
shack and the car usually traveled well ahead of
the dust-stirring caravan of harvest machinery.
A meal would be ready for the others when they
arrived. v
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