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I knew some of my dad's siblings better than others. Wayne, Oleen, and Rachel were best known because they all lived in Declo all their lives.

Childhood (to age 12)

The Lewis family had settled in Albion, Cassia County, in 1875 on the James Stapleton Lewis homestead. At that time, Hyrum S. Lewis was a boy of seven years.  He married Harriet in 1888 in the Logan, Utah Temple when he was 20 and she was 17. Ten months later the young couple had a baby boy. Hyrum Leroy Lewis was the first of ten children born to Hyrum Smith Lewis and Harriet Hunsaker Lewis in a union that ultimately would last 53 years before Harriet would pass away in 1944.

As they years passed, several other children were born. There was Mary in 1890, but she passed away in less than two weeks. Then there was Eola in 1891, Camilla in 1894, Rachel in 1896, Anton in 1898 and Oleen in late 1900. After Oleen, there were three more children: Wayne in the summer of 1903, Alfa in 1906, and finally Reed in 1915. Reed was the first and only one to be born in Declo.

Moving to Declo

Oleen was about ten or eleven years old when the Lewis family moved to the Declo homestead. The main farmhouse wasn't finished until he was 15. Until then, they lived in a small home about the size of the one they had in Albion. There was no electricity. A wood-burning stove provided heat and the means to cook meals. Water had to be brought in by bucket from a hand-pumped well. Bathrooms were outside, whether it was summer in the blazing heat or winter in the freezing cold.

Irrigation was the compelling reason for the move. Declo was close enough to the Snake River that irrigation canals brought the water in, making it possible to raise crops far more reliably than in Albion where nature was the only resource. Eventually there was a canal that passed only a few hundred feet in front of the farmhouse and crossed one corner of it. This precious resource enabled the Lewis family to bring that water to a forty-acre plot on the West side of the homestead and raise a large variety of field crops.

Before crops could be raised, however, there was sagebrush to be cleared. This was a necessary prerequisite for the land to become irrigable. Oleen worked side by side with his father and older brothers, Leroy and Auton. By then he was just a boy of ten or eleven years. He did all he could, but was too young to take that kind of heavy work day in and day out for long hours. It was left to Hyrum and his two sons Leroy and Auton to work hard with the horses and chains pulling out each sagebrush one by one. Hundreds and hundreds of them had to be pulled in every one of the 80 acres at the homestead.

Once that backbreaking task was completed, the work was not done. The land had to be tilled, plowed, leveled, and cleared of rocks before even the first seed could be planted.

The Farm Buildings

Barns had to be built. There were several. There was a potato cellar–a dugout with a barrel roof covered with dirt and supported by poles inside. There was a grain bin where wheat was stored. The kids would climb in there sometimes to eat raw wheat and lay down to relax. Grain silos built of steel came later.

One of the barns was a milking and cow barn. After the main house was built in 1915, it was so modern and convenient to live in that the temporary small home they had been living in was completely abandoned and used for milking cows. Eventually it was enlarged by adding barns to either side. The last major family event in that small temporary cabin was the birth of Leroy's last sibling, Reed, when Leroy was 26 years old. Only a few months later the main farmhouse was finished and the family moved a few hundred feet into it.

This new home was huge by comparison to the one-room cabin. It had water, both hot and cold piped in. There was electricity to power lights. A coal-burning furnace in the basement heated the entire house. And there were many rooms instead of one. On the main floor was a large combination living room and dining area. A large kitchen was at the other end of the home and to the side there were two bedrooms and a bath. The large front porch was screened in. The full basement was dominated by the large furnace and the rest was mostly used to store things. 

Up the narrow stairs to the attic there were two more bedrooms, one with a dormer window facing East, the other with a gable window facing North. The bedrooms were over the area of the living and dinning rooms downstairs. 

Later, a very large back porch was added. This had Oleen's bedroom and a large open area where the more informal large family suppers were held. These areas were unheated and were not built of brick like the rest of the house, so they were better suited to warmer months, but Oleen slept in his room year round.

By today's standards, the house would be fairly large, but it's drawback is only the one bathroom. Back then, however, having even one bathroom was a luxury.

Alfa Myrle's bedroom was the one upstairs facing north and overlooking the very large front lawn lined on each side by six or eight very large pine trees. Anton's room was the one with the dormer window. However, until the back porch was added, each of the children had to share with others since there were eight children and three bedrooms for them to share.

Adulthood

H.S. Graduation

In the class of 1919 Oleen would have graduated from High School. 

Serves a Mission

Oleen was the first Missionary to leave from the Declo Ward.
 Based on his date of birth, this would have occurred about 1920 or soon after. There is a recollection that he may have served more than one mission, perhaps three.

He was a dry and field crop farmer raising primarily wheat, potatoes, and sugar beets. He lived in Declo his entire life.  He was also a trader of cattle and made a success of it while still in High School.

Dating, Courting

He met Anna Jeppeson, fell in love, and they were soon married.
Love of Children

Oleen married Anna Delores Jeppeson on June 24, 1940, but there were no children to bless their home. Ann was a schoolteacher and both she and Oleen enjoyed being around children. 

Oleen served on the High Council when I was a young girl.
 On the Sundays that the High Counselors were assigned to visit other wards, he and Ann would take me along.  Maybe they took me to be sure I got to church or maybe it was to have someone sit with Ann. Anyway, I always went with them. People in the stake thought I was their daughter because I was always with them.

Oleen loved our kids.
 He would come over and visit several times each day. He would call several times also. He always wanted them to excel in Math. He was also giving them oral math problems that they had to come up with the answers to. 

Checkers was one of his favorite games with children. He loved to play checkers with the kids.
 This was done so often and over such a long period of time that our kids really got to be good checker players.

Boy Scouts was another strong love for Oleen. He devoted over fifty years to it, receiving many awards and recognitions, including the Silver Beaver award, Scouting's highest honor for adults.

Generosity

He was a more serious, yet good-natured type. Generosity was a strong trait with him, especially with farm commodities to visiting Californians. We never made a trip that he didn't fill our gas tank, and give us a large sack of beans or potatoes. He seemed to feel that whatever there was should be shared. His attitude was often a caretaking attitude. That is, an attitude that whatever it was that he could do to take care of someone, he would do it. His compassion for others was his way of expressing his love for them through actions rather than words.

Golden Days

Oleen was a leader among other sugar beet growers. He was the sugar beet association President for a term or two, and an officer of the association for several decades. One of their conventions was held in Denver in the late 60s or very early 70s and he looked my family up during his visit.

His most favorite expression was "through there," which he constantly repeated. It was his way of saying I agree with you. It was his way of saying "amen."

On one of our trips from California, I was told that he was up on the dry farm where he raised wheat. It was a 5,000 acre plot. I drove up there and found him on a tractor (it had to be a John Deere, because that's the kind he thought was best). When he came to the end of the field where I had driven, he stopped the tractor and we talked and greeted each other for awhile.

Soon he reached down with his glove and felt the earth. He knew what was there because he was a farmer. I didn't. He told me to do it and dig down about two or three inches and I did. I couldn't believe it. On the top it was so dry and dusty that the slightest wind threatened to blow it all away. But down two or three inches the ground was very moist. Not damp, but very moist. That was a teaching lesson I never forgot.

Church Service
He served his church, LDS, all his life, holding many voluntary positions. Scouting was only one of them. Having proved his leadership ability, he served as a counselor to his Bishop and on the Stake High Council among other callings.

Obituary

At the appointed time, each life must end. Oleen left this life October 14, 1988 after having been married 48 years. His wife continued on another eleven years before she joined him.

Oleen Lewis

SIP Portrait

By Arvetta Savage

The marriage of Oleen and Ann Lewis was childless, so they did what they considered to be the next best thing. They “adopted” the scouting program.

“They had to have somebody take care of the scouts,” smiled Oleen, “and I liked working with kids.”

Oleen has almost 60 years of scouting to his credit. He first became a scoutmaster in 1923, and he’s been pushing and supporting that organization since. He was the first person in the Snake River District to be presented an Honorary Eagle Scout Award. He also was presented the Silver Beaver award. Active in the LDS Church, Oleen also has served as a bishop’s counselor.

He's served as president of the ‘79ers organization several years and he served as director of Cassia County Sugar Beet Growers Association 45 years, serving 31 of those years as secretary-treasure.

Oleen has been active in the community most of his life and he recalls the fun of growing up in Declo, which was known as Marshfield. He was born Dec. 12, 1900 to Hyrum S. and Harriet Hunsaker Lewis. His father homesteaded in Declo in 1904 after moving there from Albion.

Oleen notes that his childhood was very different than those of today’s youth. He walked over two miles to school through all kinds of weather, which, according to Oleen, included, worse snow storms than those seen today. They played basketball in outdoor courts and they had to board a train at Marshfield to travel to other communities in Cassia County to travel for their games.

One time in particular the Marshfield team left that town on Thursday and traveled to Burley where they played ball and stayed the night in the National Hotel. The next day they went to Oakley, also by train, and played ball again, spending the night at homes of area residents. Oleen recalls he and another boy staying at the John Clark home. They enjoyed a dance that night and the team returned to Marshfield Saturday afternoon.

Oleen was still in school when he started his career of trading livestock. He used what they called a “bullwagon” a Ford pickup with a rack on it. He has made his livelihood doing this since. He recalls herding a hundred head of pigs from Declo to Burley,
following the Snake River.

“There weren’t any cars to bother you,“ he said, ”and you just had to drive 'em in a herd.”

Oleen likes to remain active, and at the present time he’s pushing away retirement on the other side, there’s apparently no slowing down for him. So when does this 79 –year-old man expect to retire?

“Oh,” he laughed, “I retire every night.”
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