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I confess.  For the past five years or so, I’ve been stalking my parents.  I wondered what they 
were like growing up, but they and their contemporaries are gone, so I can’t ask them.  But I 
figured out a way – through their hometown newspapers.  That quest soon expanded to other 
relatives and residents of their small rural county in northwestern Indiana. 

Stalking changed me in ways unexpected. 

My Obsession 

At retirement, inspired by the genealogical research of an maternal aunt and cousin, I 
keyboarded their notes into a computer dataset and created a family tree on the website, 
Ancestry.com.  I then extended research on the family using the two local competing weeklies 
and a few other regional newspapers.  The result of that effort is almost 50,000 clippings about 
the public lives of my elders spanning the 24 years just before my birth. 

In Pulaski County, my father, Bill Phillips, was born in 1924, and my mother, Rosie Kruzick in 
1925.  They were still living there when they married, as well as for a few years after my birth in 
1947. 

Hometowns: Winamac, Indiana, the county seat of Pulaski county, was my mother’s 
hometown.  During this period, the population of Winamac was about 2,500 and the county 
population was around 11,000.  Star City, a much smaller town in the county was my father’s 
hometown.  About five miles south of Winamac, its population was probably about 500 during 
this time.  The county economy was based on small family farms with a few animals and fields 
of grain. 

 

Methodology: My primary sources were the local weeklies, the Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 
and the Winamac (IN) Republican.  A secondary source was the nearby Logansport (IN) 
Pharos-Tribune, a daily.  The clippings chronicle the public lives of my family and other 
residents.  They included my parents and others in the “greatest generation”, which endured 
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both the Great Depression and World War II as well as their elders.  The microfilmed archives of 
the weeklies were obtained through the interlibrary loan service from the Indiana State Library 
and viewed at the W.T. Young Library at the University of Kentucky.  Each microfilm reel had 
about 18 months of the eight-page weekly issues and took about 20 hours to read those 600 
pages. 

Each day, after leveraging the employee lunch hour to get a parking spot, I would sit down at a 
table in the microfilm area of our huge library, thread the microfilm into a reader, insert my 
thumb drive in the attached computer, and settle into an afternoon reading the newspaper 
image on the computer screen.  Periodically, using the mouse, I would draw a box around an 
article of interest and copy the item to my thumb drive.  Throughout those weekday afternoons 
in my headphones was playing the music popular of the year currently in view, be it 1924, … 
1935, … 1947.  That was my weekday routine for four years. 

Back home, I edited the clippings, and supplemented them with clippings from regional 
newspapers online and searchable. 

The Fourth Estate in Pulaski County 

Relentlessly Local: With very few exceptions, international, national, and state news was left to 
the dailies in much larger cities.  Those two hometown weeklies knew the secret of successful 
community journalism, relentlessly local news about its residents. 

Community Correspondents:   Except for limited presidential election 
coverage, the news was focused on events related to Pulaski and adjacent 
counties.  Births, marriages, illnesses, and deaths, as well as courthouse 
news were front-page staples.  Within each issue, Sunday dinners, visits, 
and other social events were routinely reported by correspondents in 
each of the county’s four smaller communities and their adjacent farms.  
Hospitalizations and long trips were announced without concern for 
confidentiality and potential burglaries.  And sometimes, items included 
gossip.  These correspondent reports were intermittent for a few even 
smaller communities.    The number of people mentioned in an issue was 
around 2,500.  Although it included visitors from outside the county, the 
number is significant for a county population of about 11,000.  Short 
human interest and trivia items from beyond the region only seemed to 
be used as column filler. 

Matched Competitors: Outside of political news and editorials, the two 
weeklies showed the same perspective and talent.  While a publication date was never missed 
during those 24 years, frequently “holes” in the stories indicated that the staff was less-skilled 
than our current journalistic expectations. 
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Stalking My Elders 

My paternal great-grandfather was John Clark “J.C.” Phillips.  He owned the grain elevator in 
Star City, buying grain from farmers and selling it to remote mills as well as stocking seeds and 
livestock supplements.  After moving from a nearby larger city, he and his wife, Bertha Faye 
Reed Phillips, raised seven children born in the first decade of the 20th century.  One of their 
children was Bill, whose namesake son, Bill was my father. 

My maternal grandfather, John “Papa” Kruzick, emigrated from eastern Europe with siblings 
and cousins in the early years of the last century.  With his brother and another, he founded a 
concrete grain silo and bridge construction company in Winamac serving the region.  
Immediately after Prohibition, Papa built and operated a local nightclub.  Papa and his wife, 
Rosa Eldridge Poole Kruzick, raised eight children born around 1920.  One of their children, 
Rosie, was my mother. 

 

We’ve all heard many family stories, but I discovered that not all family stories are shared or 
completely told. 

While there were no horse thieves reported among my elders, there were news items that the 
family never mentioned. 

It was never mentioned that my mother’s brother shot their sister!  I encountered a small news 
item about Uncle Clemmie, then a teenager.  While cleaning his “empty” revolver, it 
discharged.  The bullet passed through a wall striking his sister, Aunt Helen, in the shoulder.  
Fortunately, it wasn’t serious. 

I knew from family stories that Papa, their father, emigrated from a small village in Croatia at 
11, joining his brother in America.  At 21, Papa married Rosa, a state ward adopted as a child.  
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After bearing eight children, Rosa died unexpectedly after an appendectomy, leaving Papa at 38 
with children ranging from teenagers to toddlers.  Eleven years later Papa married a woman 
who died unexpected after less than two years.  The next year, for the third and last time, he 
married a woman with whom he remained until his death 42 years later. 

Papa’s second wife, Agnes, in her prior life held a dark secret.  It came to light as her estate was 
being settled.  Of course, Papa knew she had a grown son and daughter from a previous 
marriage.  During the estate proceedings, however, it was determined that she had a stillbirth 
and had taken another’s newborn girl without even an adoption procedure and raised it as her 
own issue!  The grown ‘daughter’ was ruled illegitimate, and Papa and the son were initially 
assigned as the only heirs. 

I had been told that my paternal Great-Uncle George’s first wife, Rose, had died, but from the 
newspaper I learned that her scarlet-fever-related death came suddenly after just four months 
of marriage.  When I saw her death certificate on a genealogical website, I also learned that 
when Rose died, so did their three-month-old unborn child.  Within weeks of her death, there 
were items about checker tournaments, a sport never mentioned before in the papers – so 
here was a small community trying to distract him from his grief. 

I vaguely remember that his brother, Great-Uncle Tom, had died of tuberculosis, but reading 
the intermittent reports of a decade of academic triumphs and social activities followed by five 
years of declining health until he succumbed at 30 was to me a slowly-evolving tragedy. 

I knew that my paternal Great-Uncle John, was a Navy physician.  I remember seeing his picture 
with another man displayed prominently in the parlor of his sister, Great-Aunt Julia.  After 
coming upon items written in the weeklies, I realized that the man beside Dr.John was the 
World War II correspondent, Ernie Pyle!  They had been classmates at Indiana University and 
had reconnected during the Second World War in Ireland. 

My maternal cousins and I knew that Papa’s eldest daughter, married but childless Aunt Sue, 
was the “cool aunt”.  There were family stories that during Prohibition, she hung out with 
gangsters down from Chicago vacationing at the resort and dance hall at nearby Bass Lake  
From my reading, I discovered more of her youth.  She was indeed a bit of a “wild child”.  At 15, 
her mother, Rosa, and a neighbor lady took Sue to a Grand Rapids school for girls, likely to be 
“straightened out”.  But it didn’t “take”.  Sixteen months later and back home after Rosa’s 
death, she ran away, but Papa located her within a week.  This time, Papa and a neighbor took 
her to a girls’ school in Indianapolis.  By 21, Sue married, but within a year, she miscarried, and 
her first marriage ended in divorce four years later.  She also had a motorcycle. 

In the summer of 2020, I discovered that my father had cheated on my mother before they 
married.  In 1943, within the same two-week leave from the military, when he was first linked 
romantically with my mother in a high school “gossip” clipping, another woman conceived a 
son with him.  A few months before that discovery, I had identified a half-brother through DNA 
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matching.  His birthday was nine months after that two-week leave in 1943.  His biological 
mother was also a resident of Pulaski County, who left to live out her pregnancy anonymously 
in a distant city.  It appears that she didn’t even tell her own family of her pregnancy, so likely 
my father never knew as well.  Still…. 

 

Stalking My Hometown 

Over the past five years of reading, I came to know many of my family’s friends and 
acquaintances as well as other county residents.  Initially, they were just names in the paper, 
but I began to learn their public stories.  As I reviewed the clippings, local dramas and stories 
spanning decades became visible. 

How I was changed by this project 

I began this project with a slightly snarky attitude toward the community outside of my own 
family.  Most newspaper ads seemed quaint, and the hapless folk in some of the news items 
were laughable.  

But my one-dimensional stereotypes slowly transformed into real people.  One example 
concerned a pretty party girl, a “grease monkey”, and the muck soil common to this region.  
This soil type, “muck”, is composed of ultra-fine particles of organic matter.  Muck farmland 
was limited to only a few crops, including onions and peppermint.  To promote the crops, a 
local young bookkeeper was crowned, “Muck Queen”.  In the community news over the next 
year or so, I noticed items about her attendance at nearby Purdue University parties.  To me, 
she was just the “Muck Queen Party Girl”.  But over subsequent years of news items, I came to 
appreciate her as a person with physical frailties and strong family ties.  And for her and a 
non-collegiate local boy, working at a service station, love blossomed into a life-long marriage 
with children. 

The folks in recurring stories I ultimately found endearing, even if they were flawed, including 
my own family elders. 

Most importantly, this project made me miss my elders more.  They seldom volunteered 
personal stories and how they felt about them.  And I was too self-involved or shy to ask.  Sadly, 
the news items only provide public snapshots of their lives.  Now they are gone, and I can’t ask 
them so many, many questions, tell them how much I cherish them and how they enriched my 
life. 

I have no children, so as my legacy, I’ll retell their stories as well as some of my own. 

This project has also helped me think about my own death.  I’ve drawn some comfort in 
eventually following all those folks making their last trip into the cemetery.  It’s the natural 
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order of things.  I just hope it’s quick, painless, and without leaving too many loose ends for my 
wife. 
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Sample Clippings 

Clemmie (18) shoots Helen (23)! 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 26 Aug 1937: 1. Microfilm. 
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Agnes substitutes baby! 

 
(Valparaiso IN) Vidette-Messenger 23 May 1942: 1. 
Website (newspapers.com). 

 
Agnes’ sister adds detail! 

 
(Valparaiso IN) Vidette-Messenger 16 Sep 1947: 1. 
Website (newspapers.com). 

 

Agnes' estate finally settled after 7 years 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 2 Oct 1947: 1 Microfilm. 
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George marries Rose 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 20 Sep 1934: 8. Microfilm. 

 

Rose dies 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 31 Jan 1935: 1. Microfilm. 

 
Rose’s Death Certificate 

 
Indiana, U.S., Death Certificates 29 Jan 1935. Website (ancestry.com). 
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Tom gets pneumonia 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 9 Apr 1936: 2. Microfilm. 

 
George (will marry Rose) and  
Tom Phillips (TB will be his fate) 

 
Collection of Julia Phillips Fagan  - early 1930s, Star City IN 

 
Bertha and Tom take month vacation  
(Tom may be showing signs of illness) 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 4 Aug 1938: 7. Microfilm. 

 

Bertha and Tom return 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 1 Sep 1938: 2. Microfilm. 

 
Tom goes to sanitarium 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 10 Nov 1938: 4. Microfilm. 

 
Tom improves 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 17 Nov 1938: 4. Microfilm. 

 
Tom’s much improved during a visit by 
family. 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 1 Dec 1938: 4. Microfilm. 
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Tom may be  in the cross-hairs 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 15 Dec 1938: 2. Microfilm. 

 
Tom gets pneumonia 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 19 Jan 1939: 4. Microfilm. 

 

AuntJess comes from California to see Tom 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 26 Jan 1939: 2. Microfilm. 

 
Tom returns home from the sanitarium 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 16 Mar 1939: 4. Microfilm. 

 
Tom is seriously ill again 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 4 May 1939: 2. Microfilm. 
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Tom dies 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 15 Jun 1939: 1&8. Microfilm. 
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Dr.John and Ernie Pyle 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 6 Aug 1942: 1. Microfilm. 

 
Dr.John hangs out with Ernie Pyle 

 
‘At Home with Ernie Pyle', edited by JOHNSON OWEN V., by PYLE ERNIE, p192-193. Indiana University Press, 
2016. 

 

Dr. John Reed 
Phillips and Ernie 
Pyle 

 
Collection of Julia Phillips 
Fagan - Londonderry, NI Aug. 
1942 
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Sue (15) goes to 'school for girls' 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 6 Sep 1928: 8. Microfilm. 

 
Sue (17) runs away! 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 27 Feb 1930: 6. Microfilm. 

 

Sue located 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 6 Mar 1930: 8. Microfilm. 

 
Mary Frances “Sue” Kruzick Woodruff 
Mitchell 

 
Collection of Amelia Kruzick Selle 1940s. 
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Bill visits his folks. 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat Sep 23 1943: 2 

 

Bill returns to the service. 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat Oct 7 1943:2 

1935 – Elaine Smith and family 

 
Collection of David Budd Website (ancestry.com). 

 

Circa 1943 – Bill Phillips Jr. and family 

 
 

First mention of Bill and Rosie (from 
Student section in newspaper) 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 30 Sep 1943: 3. Microfilm. 

 

 
Continued mention of Bill and Rosie (from 
Student section in newspaper) 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 6 Jan 1944: 3. Microfilm. 
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Bill and Rosie marry 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 8 Mar 1945: 1. Microfilm. 

 

1952 Bill, Jim, and Rosie 

 
 

 
 


