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Port of Astoria where the Pillsbury Flour Mill was situated. 
 
 
In 1936 my dad, Howard Wilson, took a job at the Pillsbury Flour Mills in Astoria, 
Oregon, as a chemist. In 1933 he received his Bachelor's degree in Chemical Engineering 
from Oregon Agricultural College in Corvallis, now Oregon State University. 
 
This was a dreary time in Howard’s life. He disliked the Astoria weather and the meager 
salary that he received at his job and he missed being home on the farm. Howard wrote 
home to his folks often between 1936 and 1937. Howard’s car was often on the fritz so 
trips back home to the Beaverton farm were sometimes precarious and not as frequent as 
he would have liked. He kept in touch with his folks by mail and would inquire as to the 
health and status of the baby chicks, the little calves, and if his dad remembered to 
change the oil in the car. 
 
On January 29, 1936 he wrote to his mom (Bessie (Kangas) Wilson:  
 

“Dear Mom, Thanks for the letter. So you think I’m not homesick, eh? Well 
maybe I don’t have to get there in an awful hurry but sometimes I worry 
plenty about lots of things. For instance: How many chicks were there in 
the first hatch? How many in the second? How are the little calves getting 
along? Did Pa remember to change the oil at 400 miles? What mileage are 



you getting and are you keeping a record of the gas you use? Incidentally 
you would save about a fourth on gas if you would coast down hill. Are the 
hens still laying well? Did Pa ever go to Montgomery Ward for that tire? 
Did he ever get the roofs fixed on the turkey house? Did you order the 
white chicks? What feed are you using for the chickens and chicks? Are you 
going to remember to vote against the sales tax and for the compulsory 
student activity fee, next Friday? Did you get the money from the lawyer? 
Did Riley’s pay their rent? Did those gladiola bulbs ever get taken up? Did 
you get rid of those last turkeys yet? 
 
“Things have been rather quiet here for the past week. There are so few 
ships moving that the mill is running only on one side and that has made it 
very easy for me. At first I got quite a kick out of sleeping all day but that 
didn’t turn out so well. I can’t seem to get to sleep until 8 or 9 in the 
morning anymore. Besides that there’s something about this town that isn’t 
right. Everything costs too much. I have been doing my best but it looks like 
I’m not going to make it on $25 a month. A few days ago I sent two pairs of 
pants to the cleaners and they charged a dollar. If I would send my laundry 
out I would go broke. I have to go to the hospital about twice a week to 
keep Grandma from worrying about me. [Johanna Wilson died in June of 
1937.] The other day I found that the materials cost for a pound loaf of 
bread is 2.3 cents and then they sell it for 8 or 9 cents. Some profit 
compared to turkeys! Last Sunday afternoon I went to Bob’s place and in 
the evening we went to a show. If it weren’t for the show this would be just 
about the same as being in jail because I hardly ever get to see a paper or 
listen to the radio.” 

 
Here is a list of what I would like to have: Typewriter paper, slide rule and 
my dictionary, my finger nail clippers from the ironing board cabinet, 
razor blade stone from the sauna and 
my shaving cream from the upstairs 
hall closet, a box of apples, a textbook 
of physics by Anderson, book by 
Badger & McCabe, handbook of 
chemistry and Chemical Engineers 
Handbook, high school algebra, the 
latest Chem & Met, a couple of little 
potted plants that I can keep in the 
room. Some kind of begonia would be 
nice for one, and then some kind of a 
plant that has flowers on it. I don’t 
get very much light but it’s fairly 
warm. Also, I would like to have a 
dozen eggs and a half-pound of bacon 
back, please, if you come. 
Yours, Howard” 



The summer of 1936 seemed a better time for Howard and here he recounts some of his 
interactions with his uncle, Fred Wilson. On July 22, 1936 Howard wrote:  
 

“The work has been keeping me jumping most of the time, or at least that is 
the way it feels, because I have been rather sleepy and tired. Most of the 
days last week I spent on the beach, swimming and getting sunburned and 
playing around with the new rifle. It certainly is a good one. Friday I dug 
clams and brought them to Fred’s [his uncle Fred Wilson]. They asked me 
to clean them so I stayed there for clam chowder. The next day at lunch we 
had clam fritters, which were very good. I mowed the lawn as usual and 
also made 35 cents on the neighbor’s lawn. Saturday evening I finally said 
something that made Fred and Agnes [Karinen] realize that I wasn’t staying 
anywhere in particular. Agnes must have become afraid that I would ask to 
stay there, because she asked the Sarpola boy [Alex Sarpola] if there 
wouldn’t be room there. He asked his mother about it, and that’s where I am 
now, at four dollars a month, on a self-housekeeping basis. So far it has 
been easy to sleep there although the room isn’t nearly as nice as at the 
Koskelo’s. I think it was Tuesday a week ago that I slept there for the day 
for fifty cents. The room hadn’t been used since I left. This afternoon I had 
my first let down. When I woke up at 2 o’clock, I went to the bathroom to 
wash and shave but the water was turned off so I had to dry shave, which 
seemed much more painful than a few years ago. I hope everything is all 
right up there. Sincerely yours, Howard” 
 
 
 

On December 2, 1936 he wrote to his folks: 
 

“Dear Folks, The road was icy almost all the way Monday and there was 
some fog too, but even at that, although I didn’t hurry at all, I arrived at the 
mill at ten o’clock. There was just about enough to do to keep me busy 
without hurting myself. I decided to stay a while in the evening to finish the 
chemists’ association feed sample so that I could send out the report. The 
turkey lasted two days, and the milk was good for two days. Today I found 
some clabbered milk in the car and it certainly was good. Do you remember 
that you put three jars of it for me on Oct. 26, and that I couldn’t find them 
after getting down here? Well, they are finally coming to light. The baker 
says the turkey was very good. It came very tender with only two and one 
half hours cooking according to him. Yesterday it rained a little here. The 
nights have been terribly foggy. So far the mill hasn’t announced any work 
for this week but they might run the last of the week if they can get any 
sacks. I will probably stay down here next weekend, but you can never tell 
what might happen. My brakes worked very well but the clutch, or whatever 
the trouble is, is getting worse all the time. Sincerely, Howard” 

 
 



On January 15, 1937 Howard wrote:  
 

“I doubt very much that I shall be able to come this week-end. The baker 
tells me that last time the boss was quite angry when he found that I had 
gone home. He told the baker that my week-ending would have to stop. 
When I saw my check last night I wanted to leave Astoria immediately. It 
amounted to only $33.45 because of all the deductions they made for social 
security, life insurance, accident insurance and annuities. I can’t stand that 
very long. Tonight I am going to tell Bob confidentially that I am leaving 
Pillsbury’s  
 
 
 

On January 21, 1937 Howard wrote:  
“Well, I’m still alive down here, although it seems cold enough to freeze a 
person’s nose off. It has been so cold in my room that I haven’t been able to 
do anything here in the house except lie in bed and try to sleep until time to 
go to work again. Saturday night I went to the first show I have gone to in 
four months. It was quite a treat but my eyes were very tired when I got out. 
Sunday night I had a little lunch at Fred’s and listened to the radio there. 
Fred had been away from the studio a week because of a cold. Monday 
night I played a fool trick on myself. The lock on the back end of the car 
hasn’t been working for some time and I decided to fix the darn thing 
because some one had stolen some of my canned stuff from me the day 
before. I finally got the thing locked but when I tried to open it something 
broke in the lock and I haven’t been able to open it. I hope I don’t have any 
tire trouble on the way home because the jack is in the back. Monday and 
Tuesday I didn’t feel very well but now I am all right again after filling my 
stomach with wheat porridge the last two mornings.” 

 
 
 
 
January 29, 1937,  

“My trip last Monday turned out to be rather a pleasant one after all. A 
light covering of dry snow fell before I started so that the road wasn’t at all 
slippery. What little snow was coming down part of the way was so light 
that it didn’t stick to the windshield at all. I don’t think I’ll get to come home 
this week and besides I don’t think it would be necessary anyhow because I 
still have enough food to last for at least a week. I’ve been eating roast pork 
every day and still there is more than half of it left. I feel like a person who 
has had too long a vacation and is anxious to get back home. Counting the 
days. Last night I went to a very fine double show. I laughed so much I feel a 
lot better than I have for weeks. That Norwegian ice skater was the star in 
one of them and it was certainly wonderful to see her perform. How is the 
pork selling? Yours, Howard” 



Feb. 8, 1937,  
“Well the time is getting very close to the deadline, and I’m getting rather 
excited. Sometimes I feel that I should stay a little longer and see what 
happens. Then again I feel that if I would stay it would mean another year of 
this kind of life and right now I think I would gladly work for one dollar, I 
mean fifty cents, a day rather than be in this town another year. The country 
is all right, Seaside is fine, the beaches are wonderful, but Astoria, 
PHOOEY! I expect to be able to come home for Washington’s Birthday. Did 
you get the pen for the turkeys cleaned, thoroughly sprayed, and the turkeys 
in it? They should start laying soon. Did you get that calf from Torplings? It 
would have been nice to have seen all that snow, but I know what a nuisance 
it can be. I almost came up that weekend. I don’t see how that man with the 
pigs can afford to have Mom sell them when they are so high wholesale. 
Yours, Howard” 
 
 

Feb. 17, 1937,  
“Cousin Elizabeth seems to be quite a fortune teller. She said that I was 
going to have car trouble of some kind, and sure enough, I did---plenty! 
Everything seemed to go well enough until I was coming down the Rainier 
hill. Then all of a sudden the darn thing began to miss on about four and 
almost stalled. After about a quarter of a mile it suddenly started working 
all right again. Things went along serenely enough until I came down the 
Beaver Creek hill. Then it started to miss again and when I got to the last 
bridge over Beaver Creek I pulled over to the side to see what was the 
matter. The motor stopped altogether then and I couldn’t start it again. 

 
 

I ran about a mile to a garage where the road turns off to Quincy and asked 
a fellow for some help. He towed me to the garage and started working on 



it. At 7:30 I borrowed his car to go to the Shell service station near Lauri’s 
[Albert  & Greta Sophia Lauri] to telephone the mill so they could get the 
baker to help me out. I got to the mill at 3:15, took the baker home, and 
stayed at the lab until he came back at 8:30. Then I went to bed and didn’t 
wake up until 7:00 last night. It was terribly stormy and the car didn’t want 
to start but finally I got to the mill. This morning when I tried to leave the 
mill it wouldn’t start at all and I got soaking wet trying to crank it. The 
watchman pushed me a ways to try to start it but it refused to work. He left 
me next to a garage and I waited until it opened to have it fixed. The 
ignition system was all wet and was leaking so badly that it wouldn’t start. 
The fellow dried it, it started and he charged me a dollar. I’m still a little 
chilly but I don’t think I’m going to get a cold, at least it doesn’t feel exactly 
like a cold. My throat is a little sore from the running I did at Clatskanie. 
This car seems to bring a lot of trouble lately. Sincerely yours, Howard” 
 

On March 1, 1937 Howard wrote:  
 

All in all, I’ve been pretty miserable here the past two weeks. It has been 
very cold in my room, and this business of switching from day work to night 
work and from night work to day work hasn’t done me a bit of good. Until 
today I haven’t even been able to sit up to read because of the cold. 
Yesterday morning the streets were so slippery from the ice that it was 
almost impossible to control a car. When I came home from work I got 
about half way up the hill and then slid all the way down again. While I was 
sliding down, I saw a car come down Alameda, and kept on going way past 
the turn even though the wheels were turned all the way over. That was the 
slipperiest mess I have ever seen. I parked my car on Taylor and crept home 
practically on my hands and feet. They say a dozen cars were piled up at 
once on the Alameda turn. Your letter just came. I’ve been worried stiff 
worrying about whether Mama rides to town with Ruben. He has had so 
many accidents that I wouldn’t feel 
safe riding with him while it is so 
slippery. It was wet when I drove down 
so it wasn’t slippery. The police 
stopped me before I got to St. Helens 
and made me put on my license plates. 
He seemed a little burned up when I 
pulled them out of the car. Last 
Sunday was the first time I have 
bought milk here since Sept. 23. I’m 
going to use a bottle a day from now 
on because it makes almost anything 
into a meal. I think I’ll have enough 
clothing to last until I get home again. 
I’m planning to go to the bath-house 
this afternoon. Yours, Howard” 



 
Howard seemed to be a “duck out of water” in Astoria, and greatly missing his beloved 
farm life in Beaverton. After he left the Pillsbury Flour Mills in Astoria in March of 
1937; he worked as a handyman in a wholesale hardware store, Gilbert Brothers, in 
Portland, and helped his father on the farm.  
 
Pillsbury Cookbook, pub. 1933. 

 
 

 


