“Grandpa” Cunningham

Hello.  My name is Mary T. Lovel Cunningham, but I’m not the one you came to see today.  You came to see “Grandpa” Cunningham.  He wasn’t my Grandpa, of course, but everyone called him that.  He was my Henry—my husband up until the day I died.  He never remarried, and although I would have been glad to see him happy with someone else I understand just the same.  He was the only one for me, and I’m glad I was the only one for him, too.  But I’ve gotten a bit ahead of myself.  I’ll start over from the beginning—I’ve heard tell it’s a very good place to start.  And what’s a better beginning than the birth of a baby, in this case a baby boy who would someday be known throughout Corona only as “Grandpa” Cunningham.
Henry Cunningham was born December 10, 1836.  I wasn’t with him at that time, of course—I wasn’t born until 1842.  He was in Ohio and I was in Illinois.  Sometimes I think back over our childhood years and marvel that we even met, much less shared a lifetime together.  Henry was the first child born to Silas Henry Cunningham and Martha Ann Wrestler—they were married in March and had Henry that December.  Maybe he was a honeymoon baby—sort of a wedding present from God.  After Henry, there was George in ‘40, Bainbridge in ’41, Levi in ’43, William in ’46 and John in ’48.  Sadly, Martha died in 1848.  Whether or not it was childbirth related, she still left behind a newborn, and a total of 6 sons ranging from baby John up to Henry, who was 12 at the time.  Silas was suddenly the Mother and the Father, not to mention the heart-broke widower.  Everyone had to pull together to make things work.  I can only imagine how hard that must have been.

Silas remarried in 1850, and the family with their new stepmother moved to Lukin, Lawrence, Illinois where I lived with my family, completely unaware that my future husband had just moved to town.

Henry was a farmer, just like his daddy.  He was also a man who knew the value of family.  He had to really work to help raise his brothers, and I guess he had to grow up really fast, too.  He sure was a handsome young man when he met me.  I was just a little thing, even on my wedding day in 1857.  I was 15 at the time.  That may seem very young by today’s standards, and I won’t kid you, it is, but it wasn’t all that uncommon back then.

We didn’t have our first child until 1861.  Marthy, after Henry’s mother.  Then there was Mary Elizabeth in 1863—we called her Eliza just to avoid confusion.  But while we were building our family and figuring out what to call our daughters, this entire nation was running around crazy figuring out what to call themselves—Union or Confederate.  Henry was a Union soldier in the Civil War—he was drafted in Illinois.  He was only in for the last three months, but he participated in General Sherman’s march through Georgia and he saw his fair share of hardship and tragedy, every day wondering if he would ever see us again.  I know I wondered that very same thing.  He mustered out on July 22, 1865—and that’s a date I’ll always remember.  He was in Kentucky, but he hurried home to us, alive and well.  We were very happy to see each other.  Rebeca was born about nine months after that—call her a second honeymoon baby, not that we went anywhere.  We were just thrilled to finally be safe together at home.

After three daughters, we finally had a son—William, named after Henry’s brother, born in 1867.  They did that head-count every ten years, so there’s a census record from 1870 showing the Cunningham family with their 5 children living as farmers in Illinois.  Then came Ida in ’71 and John in ’72.  
After John was born, we headed out to Grant, Neosho, Kansas. Illinois had been a good state for farmers—from 1820 to 1870 they had grown from barely producing enough food for themselves to being called part of the “food bin” of America.  That state went from the bottom of the list to second in agricultural production in the nation, falling just under New York, which was referred to as “heavily settled.”  I would have referred to is as “darn crowded.”  Illinois had risen up there, too—we were fourth in population in the US.  Now, I’m all about growth, and I certainly can’t fault anyone for having babies and growing our population, but crowded just wasn’t our thing.  It just so happens that the great state of Kansas created the state Board of Agriculture that year, and it became the model for all 50 states—they were working to attract needed settlers to homestead in Kansas, they started a state fair and they produced reports to help everyone learn about new techniques in farming.  Farms started sprouting up all over the state and it seemed to go from part of the “Great American Desert,” as it was called, to a great big green field in what would become “the wheat state.”  It was a great opportunity for us.  With a family that big, we were definitely the homesteading type—we could have been a postal code all on our own.

We were still farmers, and still growing more than just crops.  We had 7 children already and we weren’t quite done.  Margaret, or Maggie as we called her, was born in Kansas in ’74, followed by Rose in ’77 and Emma in ’79.  They counted our heads again 1880 in Kansas and they almost got us all—there was still Cora in 1881 and Frederick in 1882.  For those of you keeping count, that was 12 all together.  Marthy was 28 when Fred was born; of course she’d moved on to start her own family by that point, but that’s the sort of age difference that makes your brother look like your son.  We had as many as 10 kids living in the house at the same time, but the older ones started moving out when the last two were born.   
In 1886, developer Robert Taylor persuaded his partners, Rimpau, Joy, Garretson and Merrill to form the South Riverside Land and Water Company—it wasn’t renamed Corona until 1896. Together they raised approximately $110,000 to purchase approximately 12,000 acres of good agricultural land. Taylor hired Anaheim engineer H. C. Kellogg to design a circular Grand Boulevard three miles round—recognize all the street names?—and he designed all the main city functions, schools, churches, homes and all of that, to fit in the circle.  To the north along the railroad tracks were the manufacturing plants and packing houses. The southern end of town was left to the citrus industry—farmers like us—and the mining companies were established just outside the city's southeastern and eastern city limits.  What does all this have to do with us?  Well, we seemed to have a soft spot for hard earth in need of tilling.  You show us a brand new baby community in need of homesteaders and we’ll show you a dozen kids worth of packed trunks with hopeful eyes and ready hands.  
We also had some of our own problems to deal with.  I had developed dropsy—it was really just the name we used to describe swelling we didn’t understand.  Now, doctors find the cause rather than naming the symptom, and “dropsy” swelling is known to be a part of congestive heart failure, but back then we just called all swelling “dropsy.”  Moving west was supposed to be good for my health—swelling is the body filling up with water, and the dry, warm climate was good for me.  It did help, but there’s only so much a sunny day can cure.  I just think back over the years with my family and I thank the Lord for every day I had with them and the love we always had for each other.  The whole family picked up and moved hundreds of miles to help me get better, and that’s a love I can still feel, glowing as warm as the Corona sunshine.

I can still tell you everything that happened in my family, but my vantage point changed in 1902 when I left my dropsy behind at the age of 60 and started watching them all from above.   Henry lived in Corona for the rest of his life.  By 1910, our youngest, Fred, was 21 and all of our kids were grown and on their own—John was the only one to stay behind.  He lived with Henry until he passed away—according to another one of those head counts, Henry was living alone at the age of “93 years young,” as he would say, in 1930.  John never married, but the other kids sure did.  You can imagine with so many kids having kids, there were a whole lot of people calling Henry “Grandpa,” and the name just stuck. 

Henry’s memorial service at the Methodist church was filled with “flowers of every hue,” as The Daily Independent newspaper called them.  It said the church had “rarely held such a large and sympathetic congregation.”  He had a military burial, the ceremony performed by the United Spanish War Veterans, assisted by the local VFW, with a service that was “simple but as impressive as the life of the man whose devotion to home and country was well known by many a Corona resident,” and the church quartet came together to sing his favorite hymns.  It was such a nice service, and a wonderful article—his memorial service took up as many column inches as “The Depression Bug,” the “School Tax Fund,” and part of the “Council Meeting” articles all put together, and just off of center to the right of the political cartoon on the front page, no less.  He came to join me on Sunday, May 14, 1933, passing away in his home on Sheridan Street, and the whole town managed to put together that shin dig and report on it by Tuesday, May 16.  It’s amazing what can be done when people pull together—like a family, and this whole town was our family.
Now, we can look around us and see connections to every family in Sunnyslope in one way or another.  There are all the Cunninghams, obviously, Ida married into the Engle family, Rose married into the Parsons, Emma married into the Grove family in Los Angeles, Eliza became a Monroe and moved to Phoenix AZ, Marthy married into the Boyers.  We’re connected to the Washburns in Bellflower, and even to the Whitcombs here—our Fred married Minnie Fink, and when he passed away she remarried into the Whitcomb family, so even though she wasn’t directly blood, she was our daughter and now we’re connected there, too.  And that’s not even counting all the children’s children and who they married and such.  There’s a reason Henry has such a large memorial stone here at Sunnyslope—he’s a large part of this town’s history.
People talk about Henry’s Civil War service—when he died there were only two surviving veterans from the Civil War living in Corona.  He was a hero, no question.  But he was known as “Grandpa” Cunningham, and that had nothing to do with the war.  The war was only a couple of months of his life, and he lived to be 96 “years young.”  Henry wasn’t about death and destruction, he was about life and growth.  So many people look for their place in this world, but my Henry was happiest when he was carving his own, going somewhere where the work would be harder and doing something to pave the way for so many others.  Between the hungry mouths that were fed because of land Henry tilled or crops Henry grew, and the dozens of children who can trace their family tree back to “Grandpa” in some way, Henry really was, in a way, a founding father.  Henry would have done anything for his family, and to Henry, everyone was family.  I guess that’s why everyone felt like calling him “Grandpa.”

