The Walnut Machine

M

By Charles L. Barngrover

illions of kids grew up during the Great
Depression and I was one of them. The
Great Depression was a time when
people needed to be conservative, inventive and
creative with the assets they had. My parents made
good use of our land by raising crops, cattle, chickens and planting large vegetable gardens. But they
did more than that.
Do you remember the annual struggle to harvest
black walnuts? The black walnut is a rapidly growing tree that is common in all of Ohio, where I grew
up. These trees can grow to 70 feet or taller, and their
beautiful, ﬁne-grained wood is used for furniture,
gun stocks and other items of high quality.
They also bear a prized nut, which is packed
inside a shell that is covered with a thick husk.
The husk is green at ﬁrst, but gradually changes
to black as the walnut ripens. When fully ripe, a
dyelike substance in the moist husk will color your
hands the color of nicotine or even darker. The
color resists being washed off, but will wear off in
a few days.
Today, fewer people go to all the trouble of harvesting their own crop when they can purchase the
nuts already cleaned and nicely packaged. But in the
1930s, money could not be spent for such things.
I was only 8 or 9 years old in the late 1930s when
my dad assigned me the responsibility of harvesting
the black walnut crop, hulling them and picking out
the nut meats so that my mother could use them in
salads, cakes, ice cream and other things.
I was the youngest in the family, and I was
thrilled with the faith he showed in me. I saw it as
a ﬁrst test of my abilities. However, I soon learned
that I was not as good at my job as others in the
family were at theirs. At least it seemed that way
to me.
I completed the ﬁrst steps all right. As the black
walnuts fell, I picked them up and stored them in
bushel baskets.
The next step was to remove the outer green
hull. As I worked—and my hands darkened—I put
the walnuts on white sheets to lie in the sun. I never
did understand why white sheets were used, but

I never questioned my parents, whom I had seen
doing the same thing for years. Now I know that
the sheets kept the walnuts from disappearing in
the grass, and they could be moved so that we could
mow the grass underneath.
I think the nuts stayed there in the sun for a
couple of weeks before I was told that they were
ready. I was to crack the nuts and put the nut meats
into glass Mason jars. (It seemed that everything
was put in Mason jars in my house.) And this is
when my problems began.
The process seemed simple enough. I was given
a ball-peen hammer, and a chair was set for me
in front of a blacksmith’s anvil. I started to work,
hammering away at each walnut.
When my dad stopped to see how I was doing,
he told me that I was mashing the nuts, and that they
could not be used. When I showed him my bloody
left thumb, he said I had to hit the walnut very hard
to break it. He thought for a few minutes and then
told me to stop work for a couple of days.
When he called me to start again, he showed me
a sewing machine. He had welded a ﬂat piece of
metal about 2 inches square to the shaft where the
needle used to be, and he had placed a gear on the
right where the hand wheel had been. A chain ran
around the gear and another gear that was fastened
to an electric motor.
He also had welded small metal cups to a chain
that was moved with a separate electric motor.
When all the switches were turned on, the chain ran
through a basket, a black walnut fell into a cup, and
it reached the sewing machine just as the 2-inch
metal piece came down.
I was amazed, because the black walnuts
cracked and fell into a metal container. I picked
them up and easily removed the nut meats to the
awaiting Mason jar.
I am not sure what being a genius means, but
that day during the Depression, while living in a
small town with very little work and a big problem
to solve, my father was as close to being one as any
person I have ever known. ❖
❖❖❖
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