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THE KITCHEN WINDOWS OF MY CHILDHOOD 
By Sarah (Sallie) Burns Atkins 

 
 
The kitchen in our old farm house had two windows:  One window looked past the front gate, into the 
pasture, and up our winding dirt road toward the highway.  The second window looked out on our side 
yard, past the smoke house, over the brook and toward the barn sitting at the base of a pine-covered 
hill.   
 
A look out the front window meant someone was coming down the road.  Usually, it was someone on 
foot since most people we knew couldn't afford cars.  With no telephone, every visitor was a surprise 
announced by black Coalie's excited barking. 
 
Sometimes it was Mrs. Alexander who lived with her family at the top of the hill, coming for the milk and 
garden vegetables my mother gave her.  Or it might be Mr. Alexander, coming to tell Mom his wife had 
just delivered another baby with no doctor and could she please come.  Occasionally it was Bobby, 
running over the hill yelling at the top of his lungs, "Mith Buns!  Mith Buns! Franky'th havin' a fit!" 
whereupon my mother dropped whatever she was doing and ran up the hill to help. 
 
Once it was a crew of men finally bringing the electricity we had heard about for so long.  Sometimes it 
was the preacher or someone from a neighboring farm.  Sometimes it was just Fannie galloping down 
the hill and up to the fence so Grandpa could swat horseflies off her back.  Once it was Doc Sommers 
who came to deliver my baby brother, followed by our cousin who took us to church while the blessed 
event occurred.  And, when I had the chicken pox, it was a classmate from town bringing me the 
Christmas treat I'd missed at school. 
 
One summer day, we looked out to see the strangest sight of all – an old Indian woman, gray hair 
streaming down her back, wearing black stockings, men's shoes, and three dresses, one over the other.  
She stood at the gate and asked to play our piano.  The only song she knew was The Star Spangled 
Banner, which she played standing up.  She roamed the hills at night, making weird calls, and sometimes 
silently appeared out of nowhere, scaring us to death.  She had gotten off the Greyhound bus, stopped 
at Alexanders and stayed there until she was forced to leave town after doing her "Indian Spider Dance" 
at the ferry landing, in full view of the town, while wearing no underwear.  She left the way she came – 
on the Greyhound bus.  None of us ever knew where she came from or where she went.  All of us 
breathed a sigh of relief when she was gone. 
 
Cars usually meant aunts and uncles were coming.  At Thanksgiving, they came to hunt squirrels and 
rabbits, which then had to be cleaned for eating.  In the summer they came to fish in 13-Mile Creek.  We 
ate everything they caught – crappies, blue gills and catfish. 
 
The biggest, fanciest car belonged to Great Aunt Lydie and Uncle Emmett from Pennsylvania.  They 
always arrived wearing suit and tie, hats, furs and high heels for their visits to our farm house which had 
no indoor plumbing.  One night, Aunt Lydie decided to show off one of the very first electric curling 



irons.  She plugged it in and we were immediately plunged into total darkness.  Until you've seen dark in 
a West Virginia holler, you've never really seen dark.  We couldn't even see each other. 
 
From his corner behind the kitchen stove, Grandpa spoke, "Hell, Lydie, jist stick that thang in the far.  It'll 
git twice't as hot and save us on fuses."  That's when I found out that pretty dresses and high heels do 
not a lady make.   
 
Our side kitchen window was altogether different.  I can't think of it without thinking of the seasons. 
 
The view from that window in the spring meant blooming dogwood and redbud trees.  The pear trees 
against the hill were clouds of white.  The cows and Fannie cropped green grass after eating dry hay and 
grain all winter.  Baby chickens turned into awkward pullets, half fluff and half feathers.  The barn doors 
were open and we watched while Dad and Grandpa hitched up Fannie to the plow.  Sometimes the 
brook overflowed from the spring rains.  My brothers ran barefoot through the water. 
 
Summer from that kitchen window brought hollyhocks and larkspur blooming against the side of the 
smokehouse and beyond the wash boiler.  On wash days we looked out to see if the fire under the wash 
boiler needed more wood.  I saw Mom and Grandma stirring the men's work clothes in the boiling water 
and wringing them out by twisting them as tight as they would go.  I learned the meaning of the phrase, 
"Running around like a chicken with its head cut off," by looking out that kitchen window. 
 
In late summer and autumn, I saw baskets of vegetables from the garden waiting in the side yard.  I 
watched as Mom and Grandma peeled and sliced their way through the food we would eat all winter.  I 
watched Dad and Grandpa cut, split and stack the wood that would keep us warm.  I watched out that 
window as the hills turned from green to red to orange to gold and, finally, to brown.  And when the 
leaves were almost gone, I watched as meat from butchered hogs was cut up and lard was cooked in the 
same wash boiler that held our clothes on wash day. 
 
On winter mornings, the window was frosted over with beautiful ice crystals which, for a long time, I 
believed a fairy named Jack Frost had painted during the night.  While I wanted them to last forever, my 
brothers liked breathing on them to make them go away.  Outside were the woodpile and the coal pile, 
both requiring frequent trips to feed our kitchen stove and the only other heat source in the house – our 
big Warm Morning stove.  Stretched animal hides were nailed to the side of the smokehouse, drying.  
The cows, Rose, Lily and Pink, huddled together beside the barn while Dad and Grandpa mucked out 
their stalls and steam rose from the manure pile. 
 
Looking out our kitchen windows defined my childhood.  The old farmhouse is still there, now boasting 
running water and a bathroom.  There is no telephone and no television.  The nights are still as dark.  
Company still comes unannounced.  Every year I do go home again.  I look out those same kitchen 
windows.  And count my lucky stars.    
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