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Grandma Tillie wasn't always a Grandma. 

She started out just like you did as a baby –

baby Matilda. She grew up to be a little child, 

then teenager, then a mother – my mother 

(more about that later), then grandmother 

and, lastly, a great-grandmother too. 

Probably, what is different from you is that 

she was born on a farm near Buhler, Kansas 

into a Mennonite farming community. She 

was born on August 29, 1910, the tenth of 

twelve children. Her father, Cornelius 

Heidebrecht, was a teacher and also a 

preacher in the Mennonite Church. Her 

father had come to central Kansas when he 

was six years old after arriving with his family 

on September 3, 1874 on the steamship 

Teutonia. His family came with approximately 

200 other Mennonites on the same 

steamship. The ship’s passengers were 

“processed in” at Castle Garden which was 

the point of entry into America for immigrants 

before Ellis Island opened in 1892.



They were part of several communities of Mennonite farmers who were recruited from the Turkey Red 

Wheat area in southern Russia by the Atchison, Topeka and the Santa Fe Railroad. This railroad that 

had been built through the central part of America from East to West. The Railroad company wanted 

farmers to come to the area, buy land, settle and raise crops that would be shipped out by rail. The 

Mennonites were eager at that time to leave Russia as they were being persecuted for their pacifism; 

and, they were also being forced to give up the German language for Russian. Tillie's mother, 

Suzanna Boese, was born into the same Mennonite community a few years after her parents had 

arrived in Kansas. Cornelius and Suzanna married when they grew up and had their first child Edward 

on October 18, 1894.

When Tillie was a little child, her family and the 

entire community attended church on Sunday, 

either walking or riding in horse-drawn buggies. 

The elders of the church would arrive at the 

church wearing their long black coats and with 

long beards. The elders were the leaders in the 

community and were viewed by the children as 

stern and gruff – men to be highly respected and 

somewhat feared. The wind in Kansas is always 

blowing and it would blow the coats and beards 

of the elders in a way that added to their 

fearsome look; Tillie said she and the other 

children would hide and wait until the elders had 

disappeared behind the huge church doors so as 

not to draw attention to themselves and incur a 

scolding for some reason or another.



At the time that Tillie was a child, living on a farm in central Kansas meant that nearly everything you 

ate, except sugar, was grown on the farm. While wheat was the main cash crop, onions, potatoes, 

carrots and other vegetables were grown and stored for winter, as well as, fruit from the farm 

orchards. Cows gave milk for drinking and for making into butter and cottage cheese. Cows were 

also butchered for beef. Pigs were butchered for meat that was hung and cured in smokehouses. 

The fat from the hogs was made into soap and candles. The Mennonites did not mind the cold winds 

and snow that blew from the north on the Kansas prairie, as they were used to the harsh weather in 

Russia. 

In their new Kansas homes and churches, 

the Mennonites were allowed to speak 

German and hold to their religious beliefs 

and cultural heritage. As a small child, Tillie 

found a good life as one of many children in 

a loving, happy family. The family sang 

hymns and prayed together. Education was 

valued in their family. Tillie told of ice-skating 

on a pond near their school during a lunch 

break from lessons in the one room 

schoolhouse nearby. 



But, as life sometimes goes, sad times would befall the family. On Dec. 6, 1918, when Tillie was only 

eight years old, her young mother, died only seven days after contracting the flu.   She was one of 

700,000 Americans who died in the flu pandemic that swept the world in those months. Tillie told me 

that her mother, in the month before she came down with the flu, had been so happy to know that 

Tillie's older brother, Arnold, who was 16 years older than Tillie was on his way home from Europe.  He 

had been sent to France to train and fight in World War I.  Tillie’s mother learned of his homecoming by 

the phone – at that time home phones were all on one line.  If the phone rang a certain number of 

times, everyone along the line knew to pick up the phone for a message; the message this time on 

November 11,1918 was a joyous one:  World War I had ended.

Arnold did not arrive home before the flu stole their mother.  

He and the entire family was grief-stricken at the loss of their 

mother and wife. My mother told me that at her mother's 

request, all the children had gathered around their mother's 

bed to sing hymns; but she told me the singing was not very 

good, because too many tears were falling.  Tillie was also ill 

with the flu and after her Mother died, Tillie’s father carried 

her into the room where the casket was so that she could 

see her mother one last time.  Because of the highly 

contagious and deadly nature of the flu, public burials were 

not allowed.  A small group of family members and 

neighbors gathered outdoors for the funeral.  It was still a 

memory some 85 years later that caused my mother to fall 

silent and look off in the distance, rocking in her chair. It 

makes me sad just to think of my grandfather and all the 

children, and especially my mother who was so young to 

have lost their mother; how bewildered, confused and sad 

she and all the family must have been. The twelve children 

ranged in ages from 24 to four years. 



Susie, my aunt, being the oldest daughter, at age 21 took over the child rearing and housekeeping. 

This was a difficult job for the young grief-stricken woman who had had to come back home from 

college to care for the youngsters and the household. Tillie and her brother, Alvin, were still 

recuperating from the flu; and, Susie tutored them so that they would keep up with schoolwork.  

Tillie wrote that Susie was firm in her care of the children but very patient.  She says that all the 

children had chores assigned to them.  The boys had to chop and bring in wood.  Tillie and Anna 

had to keep the “chimneys” on the kerosene lamps (there was no electricity in this farm home) 

clean from the black soot on a daily basis.  She and Anna also were assigned to set the table for 

meals and do the dishes.  She told that she and Anna would often go outside to play before doing 

dishes with the hope that someone else would clean up after the meal; but, alas the dishes were 

always waiting – no matter how long they stayed outside!

To add to the family’s sadness, just four short years later, when Tillie was only 12, their father also 

died. After he died, the younger children in the family were dispersed to live with relatives and 

others. 

My mother never really recovered from all those losses. The loss of her mother, then her father, and 

then the family as a unit. Some of the family seemed to be taken in by folks who truly cared about 

their well-being. But my mother was not so lucky. She was deeply hurt and many of her memories 

were filled with anger and indignation at being treated as somewhat of a “Cinderella” in the homes. 

She was fed and given a place to sleep, but clearly she felt her role was that of a baby-sitter and 

housemaid. 



However, Tillie also had memories about 

the goodness of the human heart.  One 

particularly heart-warming story my 

mother told me happened when she was 

about 13. Her sister Susie was living with 

a family who owned the General Store in 

Buhler where Susie worked. On 

Saturday, my mother would go to the 

store to visit her big sister. The kindly 

woman who owned the store saw how 

much the sisters loved and missed one 

another, so she allowed Tillie to come 

live with Susie in her home. My Mother 

remembered this story and, while she 

was not one given to “hugs all around,” 

she was very kind and always wanted to 

help others.

One particular memory made my Mother angry even at age 90. With her voice stern and loud, she 

told me of the time that she was dusting and straightening the living room where she had been sent 

to stay. She found a nickel on the fireplace mantel and she was sure that the woman who headed 

the household had put it there to test her. Mother, almost growled and said, “She wanted to see if I 

would steal it!” My Mother considered this an insult to her integrity and character. It makes me mad 

too.



Through it all, Tillie went to school and graduated from Buhler High School. From there she went to 

college and earned a teaching certificate. I'm not sure where she went to college or started her teaching 

career; but, she taught in one of the many schools in the central Kansas Mennonite communities where 

education was highly valued.

When she was in her mid-twenties she 

met my father, Easter Steven 

Funderburk. Yes, his first name was 

Easter. That came about because his 

mother, Minnie, gave birth to him on 

Easter Sunday, April 10, 1906. Being a 

good Southern Baptist, she thought this 

birth was a positive religious sign and 

thought it would honor her Christian 

beliefs to name her new son Easter. 

Nevertheless, Easter never went by 

Easter. He was called Steve his entire 

adult life. Even his tombstone – he died 

in 1979 – has E.S. Funderburk carved 

into it. (An odd coincidence to all this is 

that in 1980 I married a man whose last 

name, Paschalis,  is the Greek word for, 

guess what, EASTER!) 



Back to Tillie and Steve. As I said, in the mid 1930s, Tillie was teaching during the winter and, during the 

summer, to supplement her teaching salary, was working as a waitress in a restaurant in Burton, Kansas. My 

father had moved up to Kansas from Oklahoma to work in the natural gas fields. The Kansas “Oil and Gas 

Boom” was winding down but many oil rigs were still were and still are in operation. My father went into the 

restaurant where my mother was a waitress and, well, as they say, “The rest is history.” They were married 

on May 31, 1937 and lived in a rental home near Hutchinson, Kansas, which is about 13 miles from where 

my mother grew up.

A little over a year later on June 10, 1938, my older sister, Martha was born. My brother Joe was born about 

two years later on April 18, 1940 and I came along October 28, 1943. (It was snowing the day I was born.)

With her marriage and a family on the way, Tillie quit 

her school teaching job and took on the job of 

keeping the home and rearing children full-time. She 

knew how to keep a house, cook and care for 

children. She cooked nutritious tasty meals for her 

growing family. Her specialty was hot yeast rolls. We 

would watch her make the dough, cover it, wait for it 

to rise, punch it down and then roll it into small balls 

that were nestled two at a time into the 12 

compartments on what we now call cupcake pans. In 

order to roll the balls, her fingers and palms of her 

hands had to be covered butter so the dough would 

not stick to her hands; this also to give the dough a 

nice buttery taste. In about an hour the two small 

balls would rise filling the cupcake compartments to 

overflowing. Mother would put them in a hot oven 

and bake to a deep brown. The smell of fresh baked 

bread filled the house. The rolls were delicious, 

spread with the butter we churned. And, if we were



very lucky, some of the dough would be rolled out with mother's wooden rolling pin, spread with butter, 

sprinkled with brown sugar and cinnamon, rolled up, cut into inch thick pieces, let rise, baked, cooled to 

warm, drizzled with powdered sugar frosting and eaten before they ever had a chance to be served at the 

table.

As time went on Tillie and Steve purchased a house, where we had a huge garden that provided onions, 

potatoes, tomatoes, carrots and other vegetables. Mother canned the vegetables and kept the potatoes 

through the winter. We had chickens that laid eggs and the unlucky were also killed and fried, baked or 

boiled to be added to a pot with Mother's home-made noodles. Mother also sewed clothing for herself, 

Martha and me. 

When I was six and started school, Mother went back to work as a teacher. This meant that she and Dad 

were very, very busy – both working full-time, keeping cows and chickens and, in the spring and summer, 

tending a garden. But they did it. As we children grew older, we too were enlisted to help with the house 

work, the garden and to milk the cows and feed the chickens. We were not overworked; we all took piano 

lessons and participated in 4-H and school activities. Tillie and Steve were alike in that they were not 

religious people. It may seem strange that they weren't since both had been born into religious families. 

But I think it was this way: they had both experienced great losses and could not explain to themselves 

how a “loving God” could have let these things happen. Mother had lost her parents and then been 

mistreated by relatives who purported to be “good Christians.” My father had seen his first wife die in the 

birth of their son, who also died and he did not believe in many of the strict tenants his mother did:  things 

such as girls should not wear sleeveless blouses or pants. But, Mother wanted us to have a knowledge of 

Christianity and regularly took us to the Brethren Church in Hutchinson, Kansas which was near our 

home. However, prayer, Bible readings and other religious practices were not practiced in our home.



Not being religious did not mean they were not “good, honest people.” My parents were two of the most 

honest, forthright people I have ever known. Even though it was not openly talked about, somehow I 

understood that my father loaned small amounts of money to fellow workers and neighbors from time to 

time. My father had quit work in the gas fields so he would not have to travel and be away from his family; 

he had found a position as the maintenance man at the Dillon's grocery stores in Hutchinson. (When the 

first conveyor belts were installed in grocery stores, my father traveled to all the Dillon stores in Kansas 

helping to install these “newfangled wonders.”) Both he and my mother had “good” jobs and they helped 

others when it was needed.

One of the stories my mother told me 

that illustrates her willingness to do the 

“right thing” goes as follows: One day 

mother was taking a group of children to 

the local roller skating rink. (I'm not sure 

it was a group from where she taught or 

a group for my brother and/or sister's 

school. I have no memory of this, so I 

guess I was not born yet or too little to 

remember.) One of the children was 

African American. The skating rink man 

was glad to see this large group of 

paying customers but told my mother 

that the little African American boy could 

not skate – it was “whites only.” My 

mother quickly told the man that if all 

the children couldn't skate, then none 

would skate. I'm sure the man thought 

about it for a minute but, he did decide 

that it would benefit him more to let 

them all skate. And they did.



We led pretty uneventful lives on a small farm – only about 40 acres, two miles north of Hutchinson, 

Kansas. Martha, Joe and I went to Prosperity Grade School and Buhler High School where we all 

made good grades and went off to college. Our family did not socialize with other families or with my 

mother's relatives often, if ever. My sister Martha and I speculate that my mother's early losses and 

the family's being torn apart was the reason that this family was not “close-knit.” However, my 

mother's sister, Anna, older by two years, did come over on Saturday mornings for coffee with my 

mother. They had a great time “talking German” and telling jokes in German. We children would ask 

them to tell us the jokes but they always said they didn't translate well ... later on in life, as we grew 

older, we surmised that the jokes were “off-color” and that's why they didn't “translate well.” 

Mother and dad lived a quiet life on their small 

farm. Mother would sew and send dresses to 

the grandchildren. My father died in 1979, 

leaving mother to live on the farm alone. She 

got rid of the chickens but kept up with the 

pear trees and used a riding mower, well into 

her 80s to keep the lawn cut. It seemed like a 

lonely life to Martha, Joe and I, but truly I think 

she was happy on her own, taking care of 

things, watching a soap opera or two and 

having lunch once in a while with “teacher 

friends.”



As time went by however, when she was about 90, she had to give up driving and therefore, smoking. 

She fell and broke her hip when she was 92 and from then on, found getting around difficult. She was 

able to stay in her apartment with the help of a wheelchair and an aide who came in daily. 

The television became her link to the world 

and KU (Kansas University) basketball was 

her favorite show to watch.  And, oh yes, she 

watched “Hardball;” she loved Chris 

Matthews.  She was a Democrat.  My father 

was a Republican; they always said they 

“cancelled” each other’s vote!

Martha and I begged mom to come live with 

one of us. But she refused. (Our brother, 

Joe, had passed way in 1986, much to all 

our sorrow, especially Mother's. I always 

knew and I think Martha agrees that Joe was 

mother's favorite child. But I loved him so 

much, I didn't care that she had a preference 

– he was my fun-loving big brother.)

When mom was in her late 80s, she sold the farm and moved to an assisted living apartment. At that 

point, she was very able to care for herself and still drove herself to the grocery store and to McDonalds 

to meet friends and smoke her cigarettes. YES, she smoked. The Mennonite run complex where she 

lived however did not allow smoking anywhere on the grounds. Mom knew this when she moved in but 

was willing to give up the habit except for the one or two a day she had in her car drinking her coffee 

from McDonald’s.



From early on in her life, Mother had 

learned to rely on herself and wanted 

to be “in control” of her daily 

activities. My mother had grieved, 

struggled and adapted to life as it 

was presented to her all on her own. 

She wanted and needed to remain in 

control as she saw it, more than she 

needed to be with us. 

I loved my mother; but, more than 

that, I respected and admired her.

Our mother, grandmother, and great-

grandmother Tillie, died on July 5, 

2004. She is buried at the side of her 

husband in a cemetery in 

Hutchinson, Kansas.  The graves are 

on a hill, under a tree that has 

branches that spread out over the 

graves.

The End


