
Memoirs/Recollection of Nona Duncan in 

New Mexico 1914-1924 

Process of Transcribing 

Reading and transcribing any handwritten manuscript can be difficult; however, those 

exemplars from the distant past add an extra layer of difficulty, especially when the author 

is no longer available for clarification. This memoir by Nona Duncan is example of the 

various issues that arise in the process of making a readable copy.   

This memoir is written with a minimal of punctuation, and it contains no paragraph breaks.   

In many ways this memoir represents a stream of consciousness style.  Difficulties in the 

manuscript also arose over different spellings.  Often spellings reflect phonetics or perhaps 

at time a hurried hand.  Some words were simply difficult to decipher, although after time 

one does become more familiar with stylistic tendencies of the author. The principles below 

illustrate some of the decisions made regarding the transcription of this manuscript.  

1.  Pagination.  Each page of typewritten text represents one page of the handwritten 

manuscript so the original pagination is kept.  It does not, however, reflect the number 

of words per line. 

2. Spellings.  In most instances, the original and sometimes idiosyncratic spellings of words 

are retained in order to get a favor of usage at the beginning of the twentieth century.   

3. Uncertain Words.  Where uncertainty exists about definition of particular words, these 

will be noted in footnotes. 

4. Capitalization.  The manuscript itself makes discerning capitalization difficult.  Some 

particular letters of the alphabet when they begin a word always seem to be used as 

capitals: “D, F, S, and R” are examples.  For the transcript, capitalizations was used 

according to typical grammatical standards. 

5. Paragraph Breaks.  No paragraph breaks exist in the manuscript.  The writing is 

continuous from one line edge to the next.  For this reason, paragraph breaks have been 

added to where it seems appropriate to the thought unit. 

6. Punctuation.  Punctuation is infrequent; so punctuation will be added.  Of course, these 

decisions on punctuation, and also paragraph breaks, will be open to interpretation.  

Certain stylistics clues, however, did help indicate when new sentences or paragraphs 

would be appropriate.  For example, the use of “well” or “so” typically indicated a new 

train of thought. 

7. Clarity.  I have occasionally included some word in the sentence in order to help with 

the meaning.  When these words are included, they will be in brackets [  ].  On a few 
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rare occasion words are omitted for clarity’s sake.  The omitted words, however, will 

always be included in the annotation at the bottom of the text following an *. 

8. Annotations. In order to add understand events, places, persons, and terms, brief 

explanatory annotations are included in order to assist a reader. 

While this memoir does not record day-to-day accounts like a journal, it is episodic and 

chronological.  It recounts various event—some traumatic (think sell off all of one’s household 

goods) and some near tragedic (think rattle snake).  Most of the events, however, are very 

quotidian, and yet in their everydayness, they contain a poignant glimpse into the lives of a 

young couple who attempted to eke out a living from the recalcitrant soil of eastern New 

Mexico.   
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Background 

This memoir was written in 19231 by Nona (Kramer) Duncan.  It covers the years (1914-1918) 

that she and her husband, John Duncan, and son, Burnis Duncan moved to New Mexico and 

lived in a place called Stead.  At the time of their sojourning in New Mexico, it had only been a 

state for two years (January 6, 1912).  Perhaps for this reason, Nona entitled her experiences in 

New Mexico as “A True Story of the West.”  

 

Maps and Travel 

Stead, New Mexico, Union County, (88415) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Some discrepancy exists about when this document was written.  On page one, the date is given as January 15, 

1924; however, the 4 has been struck out and 3 written over the top.  If it had been the other way, one might 

account for it by the fact that the new year of 1924 was only a couple of weeks old and one was still in the habit of 

writing 1923. However, the later date is readjusted to an earlier date.  It seems clear that the change in date (blue 

ink over black ink) corresponds with the time at which the manuscript was given page numbers which appears to 

be at a later time.   
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A True Story of the West 

When it is finished, I’ll love the west better since I have come back to Mo. and  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spent 4 years makes me love the west better than ever, so the west is what I long 

to see even if we did have it tough out there.  We would have it so much better if 

we went back for we have a house out there.
2
 

                                                           
2
 This section of the journal appears to be added at a later time, and functions like a brief preface or introduction.  

It is in blue ink (fountain pen) which is different than the main journal which is written in black ink (fountain pen).  

Also it is written on the verso side of the paper with the recto being blank. 

 

One chronological clue is that this section makes reference to being back in Missouri.  The “spent four years” may 

be a reference to having been back in Missouri for that long.  If Nona and John left New Mexico in 1924, and had 

been in Missouri four years, then this preface was written around 1928.  What is interesting is the reference that 

Nona and John Duncan still had a home in New Mexico.      

 

Part of the interest in this section is the fact Nona Duncan created a title that she felt was appropriate, in 

hindsight, to affix to her first person narrative of life in New Mexico. 

 

One interesting question is raised by this preface.  The section begins with “When it is finished . . . .”  Did the 

author intend to write more of her time in New Mexico?  Did she plan on reworking or rewriting section of it?  

What did Nona mean when she wrote, “When it is finished . . . ?” 

 

 

Inserted:  

A Poem 

“Pressing Her Collar Hard for the Plains” 

Mrs. W. G. Fondren, 

Redlake, Roosevelt Co., New Mexico 
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January 15, 19243
3
 

 Stead, N. Mexico 

When husband and I were first married,
4
 we went to live with his mother;

5
 

a dear woman she was.  After we had been there almost 2 years, God sent us a 

dear little boy on July 4
th

, 1912.
6
  Well he has been shun sunshine in our home 

ever since.  We lived with my husband[‘s] mother 5 years, and she was as good as 

my own mother could have been to me.  I loved her with all my heart that a girl 

could give her mother with love.   

One day we had company and then took up talking of the west.
7
 So after 

our company left, husband decides to come
8
 west.  I chose to go to Okla because I 

thought it wouldn’t be so far away but what we could go back east if we wanted 

to.  We could soon hook up to the wagen, load up our junk, and drive our stock 

there and back so we won’t have to make a sale.  But husband says we will go to 

New Mexico, and if we don’t like [it] out there we will go 

 

                                                           
3
 Oddly the original date of January 15, 1924 has been changed.  The last digit of the 4 has been changed in a 

different ink (blue) to a 3.  Also all page numbers are in blue ink. 
4
 Nona and John Duncan were married in _________________ 

5
 ___________.  This was in ________________.  She died in ______________ 

6
 Burnis Leon Duncan (         ). 

7
 The identity of the company that inspired this westward journey is uncertain.  It might have been 

______________. 
8
  “Go” west would make better grammatical sense in context. 
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to California.  So I give up to husband’s plans.   

So we made our sale in the year of 1914 in August.  I remember the 

day well.  It rained all day that day only a few came but we had our sale 

anyway.  When we had sold what * household goods we had, we all went 

to the barn lot to see the stock sold.  And [we] stood out it pouring down 

rain, and we were selling the cows and horses or giving them away.  And 

when it came time to siell our horses we had one of course we were all 

parsel to
9
 and she had just recovered from a very bad kick which caused her 

to have the sweeny.
10

  Well when they led old Frenee
11

 out to sell, the first 

bid started somewhere in $20.  I thought I never could stand to see her sold 

at the price, and they were so slow bidding on her; so right then
12

 tears 

began to flow.  I just couldn’t keep them from rolling.  Well they kept on 

biding, and soon she was up to $100.  My face brighten[ed] up [and] then it 

took on a different look and soon she brought $157.  I could of cryed for joy 

 

                                                           
*”the” is included in the original manuscript. 
9
 “partial to”  

10
 Sweeney is a general term used whenever a horse has lameness in one of its limbs.  The technical definition of 

Sweeney is when a muscle atrophies within a horse’s limb. 
11

 Unclear.  Other possible options are Franee, Frence, France. 
12

 Or perhaps “right there” 
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then.  And best of it all, she got in good hands so I know she had the best of care. 

 Well then the sale was soon over, an [the] sale didn’t bring much.  We got 

enough out of it to pay our debts and leave on. 

 So we started for New Mexico with one of my cousins and his familys for I 

had a dear aunt out there I wanted to see.  But when we got ready to start my 

husband[‘s] mother just seem[ed] as she couldn’t let us leave.  *  I can see her yet 

holding her apron up to her eyes and crying and saying, “John you will come back 

won’t you?”  She almost broke my heart to leave her there, but we had to come
13

 

having made our sale and prepared to come.* So we left that dear old mother 

crying as if her heart would break. 

 We were on the road 3 days before we reach[ed] Delheart,
14

 Texas.  And 

having missed our train, we had to stay all night.  Well in the room at the hotel 

where we stayed we got 2 beds in the same room.  So the first thing we heard 

them talking about [was] a man had been murred
15

 

 

                                                           
*and 
13

 Go makes more sense In this context.  The author frequently uses “come” instead of “go” since she is writing 

from the perspective of currently living in New Mexico. 
14

 Delhart, Texas. 
15

 murdered 
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at this same hotel.  My cousin didn’t much want to stay for fear we might all get a 

scare and some of us be murdered.  We all talked it over and decided to stay as 

we had payed our hotel fare, but let me say we none of us slept good that night.  

We heard every sound that was made any ways close tour room.  But next 

morning we were still all there and no one missing.  So we spent the day at 

Delheart,
16

 Texas, and at 5 o’clock in the evening, we all began to hustle and get 

our suit cases and gather up the kids to catch the train for New Mexico. 

 Well when we got to Clayton, New Mexico, at sun down there stood my 

cousin’s sister there at the depot waiting for us to get off of the train.  And all the 

clattering [and] our laughter
17

 made it [so] I know people thought we had gone 

crazy, for I could see them gaze up on us as we passed the streets in a big lumber 

wagen.  And I thought right then that the next time theyed see us they’ll surely 

know us. 

 Well we drove one mile and a half.  We drove up to my cousin’s 

 

 

                                                           
16

 Delhart 
17

 The word here is difficult to decipher.  Laughter is only a guess. 
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