John and Gladys McDonald
Information provided by Betty Lou McDonald Robinson

John Alexander McDonald was born the sixth child of Malcomb and Kate (Smith) McDonald, on
November 30, 1893 in the living room of the McDonald’s farm house in Case township, Millersburg,
Michigan.

His father moved the family just south of Millersburg and farmed the land where John was raised,
later to become the Angus McDonald farm. He attained an eighth-grade education in the one-room
school of that district.

As a young man, John moved to Atlanta, Michigan to work in a lumber camp. It was there that he
met Gladys Rivers. She was the cook’s helper. They fell in love and when Gladys was just short of

oo seventeen and John, 23, they were married in Atlanta on June
20, 1917.

They were married about two months when John received
a letter on August 4, 1917 from the department of war,
requesting him to report for a physical examination for the
army. Another request was received shortly thereafter,
requesting him to report for military duty at the Army
mobilization camp in Battle Creek.

Having just become happy expectant parents, John moved
his wife back to Millersburg to live on the farm with his
brother Angus and wife, Belle, as they could take care of her.
Unfortunately their baby boy, John, was stillborn after a few
months of pregnancy.

After training at Camp Custer in Battle Creek, John was
shipped to France for one year. He was discharged from the
Army on December 3, 1918.

As the story was told by Lucy Mills, John’s sixth grade
teacher, “It was a Sunday morning when John came home and
church services were being held in the on-room school house
across from the McDonald farm, when someone came in and
whispered that Johnny McDonald was walking up the road.
Everyone turned and looked at Gladys and started singing,
“When Johnny Comes Marching home.” She ran out of the
service and all you could see was legs running down the road
to meet him.”

A short while after his return, they moved to a logging
John and Gladys McDonald's wedding day| camp outside of Grayling where John worked as a lumberjack

and Gladys was a cook. It was in the Grayling Hospital that
their son, Donald was born February 11, 1920.

It was the beginning of the large family they raised. They moved back to Millersburg, giving birth
to thirteen more children. Kenneth was their third son born on August 7, 1921. Then came the daughter
Gladys had been waiting for, she gave birth to Kathryn Myrtle on April 26, 1923. Gladys gave John
three more sons. Neil born December 3, 1924, Gordon born April 8, 1927 and Lyle August 8, 1928.
She recalled the birth of Lyle as hard, he decided he wanted to come into the world with one foot first
and that just wasn’t possible, they almost lost him.

The Great Depression started in October of 1929 and jobs and money were scarce. Times were
hard for everyone and they were expecting their eighth child. She was hoping for a little sister for Kaye



after all those boys. Sure enough on December 10, 1929 little Velma Jean was born. They were always
proud of how well Velma did in school and graduating in the top ten of her class.

Laura Belle, born January 23, 1931 just thirteen months after Velma, was not progressing as a child
like she should have been, and caused great concern. After many trips to Petoskey and Ann Arbor
hospitals, the Doctor’s diagnosed polio as the problem. She spent most of her youth years in braces and
crutches. :

The loss of their daughter Effie on October 14, 1932 after two short weeks of life was a great

tragedy for them.

The depression was leaving its mark but the one possession they had held was the love they felt for
each other and their family. John was a very proud man and refused to except help raising his children.
He had to be convinced by some of the men in town that working for the W.P.A. was not charity. He
recalled the stories many times of fighting forest fires for a living for twenty-five cents a day.

He told of the morning his neighbor Archie Schuler came by and told him that another fire had
started a few miles out of town, he looked for something to eat before he left and all he could find was
two cold potatoes in a dish on the cupboard, he ate them and left with a jug of water. He said when he
returned late that day; Gladys had managed to sell a few vegetables from the garden and bought a piece
of meat to fix for dinner. He never forgot the hunger he felt that day.

After nearly two years since the death of their daughter, Effie, Gladys was expecting again and on
June 5, 1934 with the help of the midwife in town, whose name was Mrs. Curtis, their daughter Lois
June came into the world. John referred to her as his little papoose with her straight black hair just like
her mother, of course he always referred to Gladys as Indian and that she was born and raised in a
huckleberry bush.

John had a great sense of humor, which he passed on to many of his children. His son Neil once
said, that he could never tell when his mother was expecting, she never looked any different to him. It
wasn’t until his father gave the order to go and get Mrs. Curtis, that he knew there was another one on
the way. Well, it was just thirteen months later on July 26, 1935 when Neil made another trip to get
Mrs. Curtis. She delivered John and Gladys their last son, Richard Dale.

While raising their children, John’s greatest source of employment was working for lumbering
firms. They raised large gardens and Gladys filled her summer days canning vegetables and fruit. She
recalled the summer she canned a thousand quarts and two hundred of that were huckleberries. She
once said that everything that didn’t move went into a canning jar.

She was a hard worker and her days were long with the never-ending load. Her time was spent in
the wintertime at the old treadle sewing machine making clothes for the children. It used to upset her a
little when someone would come to the house and say, “Johnny, how do you do it?”

In the next five years after the birth of Richard, they gave birth to three more children. Margaret
Ann born March 4, 1937, Carol Leone September 9, 1938 and Betty Lou on August 19, 1940. This
made their job of raising children seem never ending.

As parents it was important to them that their children receive an education, probably the most
important goal they had set for themselves. They realized they could never give them a college
education, but to get them all through high school would be quite an achievement. It was hard to reach
that goal as the last two years of high school had to be attained in Onaway, which was ten miles away.
There was no bus service when the first few attended and John was earning seven dollars a week- two
dollars of that had to go for rides to and from Onaway.

With the graduation of their first three children behind them and Neil in his senior year, the United
States entered into the Second World War. The army started drafting their sons. It was a few weeks
before graduation when their son Neil was drafted. Gladys told how she tried for a deferment for him
but to no avail.

John left Millersburg and went to Detroit where work was plentiful. He lived with Penny and
Grace Wenzel and worked at Midwest Machine Co. The wages were much higher in the city and he



recalled earning $4,500 a year. He refused to raise his children in the city so Gladys remained in
Millersburg taking care of them. The task became too much for her and John had to quit his job in
Detroit and come back to be with her and the children.

He purchased a grocery store in town and with the help of his son Neil, after his return from the
army, he was able to take on a part-time job driving school bus. Things were looking up for them for a
while until John started letting people in town purchase too much on credit. He never had the heart to
tell his friends and neighbors no, and as a result of it, he lost the store.

He then started working at the seed and grain elevator in town until his retirement in 1958. Gladys
also worked for several years at the school as a cook. John died just four years after his retirement and
Gladys died five years after John. ‘

They achieved their one goal, for not one of their thirteen children was denied an education. But
who knows what other hopes and dreams they might have had on June 20, 1917. What ever they were,
John nor Gladys never mentioned them. They accepted and fulfilled their responsibilities in life and
never complained. They were two of the most unselfish people I have ever known, and I knew them
well. They were my parents.

Henry Snooks, father of Mary Smith, up front. School in background




Malcolm and Catherine (Smith) McDonald

Malcolm McDonald came to Millersburg in 1888 and his wife,
Catherine and children came a year later. They settled in Providence where
Malcolm was a real estate agent.

Later they had a house (covered with tar paper) by the spring (straight
west of the school) on their son Angus and Belle McDonald’s farm, later
owned by Clinton and Ruth McDonald.

Catherine was an excellent seamstress, a hard worker, and very well
liked by everyone. She died April 12, 1912 of breast cancer at age 60.
Shortly before her death she was operated on for the cancer. The operation
was performed on the kitchen table of their home.

Malcolm died February 15, 1916. In his last few years he was blind
and seriously ill. They are both buried in Riverside Cemetery.

The children were Donald, Effie, Angus M. (Ted), John, Murdo, Hugh, and Angus N.

Donald remained a bachelor and died of cancer. He worked in the lumber camps. Effie married
John Fitzpatrick and lived in the West Branch area. They had ten children. Angus M. (Ted) was
also a bachelor and worked in the lumber camps.

John married Gladys Rivers and they had fifteen children (see following story), Murdo and his
wife Fern White lived in Detroit and he worked for the railroad. They had two children.

Hugh and his wife Mabel Lee both died in Grayling in 1919 during the Flu Epidemic. Their
children George, Effie, and Viola were taken to Wisconsin to live with their grandparents on their
mother’s side. It didn’t work out, so Angus M. McDonald went and brought them back to
Millersburg by train to live with Angus N. and Belle who raised them as their own.

Angus McDonald

Malcolm McDonald family




