
43

Walter Durand
by Mary Durand Thomas and Patricia Elliott
July 1997

Birth

Walter George Durand was born January 7,
1911, on the family farm near Ross, North Dakota. On
that day, it was snowing as his father George took a
team of horses to meet the doctor at the 4:00 p.m. train. 
As George and the doctor were returning, the blizzard
became so intense that it was impossible to see, and
they had to let the horses find the way back to the
house.  The storm continued to be so blinding that
George and his son Gilbert tied harness straps together
to make a guide line between the barn and house in
order to find their way back after stabling the horses. 
Walter had lots of company in his first days of life--
parents, brothers and sisters, the doctor, the teacher,
and the school children all stayed for three days until
the weather cleared.

Growing up

In the Spring of 1916, Walter began grammar school "to get used to it" and then started going
regularly the following Fall.  By this time the family was living in Minnesota. The one room school
serving all eight grades was 2 1/2 miles from the farm.  Although they walked when the weather was
good, on cold winter days they used a horse and cutter.  Walter's favorite subjects were arithmetic and
geography, and he liked having the teacher play the guitar and sing.  After school he would go home,
change into work clothes, and do chores until supper time.  After supper, he would milk cows and do
homework.

On Sundays, Walter and his family would drive the horses six miles to church--about three hours
for the round trip.  After church, they would stop at another family's house for dinner or others would
stop at theirs.   One family was the Slaughs who had four boys about the same age as Walter and some of
his brothers.  Growing up there were always farm chores to be done,but also chances to visit friends on
other farms, to go swimming, and to attend fairs and the travelling circus.  An early memory Walter had
of his mother Eleanor was her making yarn from wool and then using it to knit sweaters and stockings. 
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Figure 46.  Wedding day.  Evelyn Corcoran and Walter
Durand, on Aug 31, 1935 at Arlington, MN.  Best man is Leo
Durand, Walter’s younger brother.  Maid-of-honor is Lucille
Doheny Mueller.  Flower girls are Jacqqueline and Joan DeVoy.

Figure 45. Walter and brother
Donald.

He especially liked being allowed to help with the process of twisting
three or four strands of fiber together to make the yarn.  During the
heavy Minnesota snowfalls, his father George and other farmers
would hook three teams of horse up to a V-shaped snow plow.  Walter
was pleased that the other farmers wanted his father George to drive
the six horse team. 

When he was 12 years old, Walter joined a 4-H Club and
raised 1/8 acre of potatoes as a project.  He won a trip to the county
fair to show a sample of the potatoes.  He traveled to the fair in Park
Rapids by train and won the opportunity to choose between the state
fair and a short course at the University of Minnesota in St. Paul.  He
chose the latter and traveled by bus to St. Paul where there were
classes in the mornings on new methods of farming and sightseeing
excursions in the afternoons.

Walter attended high school at the Nary Consolidated School,
Nary, MN, which was about 2 miles north of the one room school. 
His two hour trip to school was in a home made bus chassis which
was put on a horse-
drawn wagon or sled

depending on the season.  A special occasion in 1925 was
the school principal taking Walter and some other
students to his house to hear the inauguration of President
Coolidge on a battery-operated radio.  Most homes were
not electrified and radios were a luxury.  In fact, this was
the first inauguration that was ever broadcast.

On His Own

On November 11, 1927, two months before his
seventeenth birthday, Walter left home and moved to
Minneapolis where he attended Barry's Telegraph and
Business College.  He studied telegraphy and typing. 
Learning telegraphy was like learning a new language and
seemed almost impossible at first.  But at the end of the
six month course of study, he was proud that his name
was at the head of the list entitled "Available for Work
When Needed."  As a student, Walter paid $3 a week for
a room.  He earned the money doing janitorial work at the
college.  In addition, he worked three hours a day in the
cafeteria in exchange for meals.  During his   free time, he
and another student explored Minneapolis on foot and by
streetcar.
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Marriage

When he completed his program of study, he took a job working for the railroad and moved to a
boarding house-hotel in Arlington, MN.  He attended St. Mary's Church in Arlington, a small parish
where he noticed another parishioner, Evelyn Corcoran.  She and her mother had moved into Arlington
after her father's death when they sold the family farm.  In decorating their new home, Evelyn and her
mother ordered light fixtures and other furnishings which were to arrive by train.  On her visits to the
depot to check on their arrival, they talked.  When they began courting, he was 19 and she was 26.  He
was working as a relief agent which required him to move between jobs at Fairfax and other stations in
Minnesota, South Dakota, and Iowa relieving other agents who were on vacation or sick leave.  But he
frequently took an early morning train to Arlington on Sunday and left on the last train at night.  In
between visits, he'd go pheasant hunting and often send some game on the train to Evelyn and her
mother.   Evelyn taught school during the year and took various jobs during the summer, including
working at Father Foley's Camp for Boys where Walter's mother also worked.  Walter and Evelyn were
married on August 31, 1935, at St. Mary's Church in Arlington. 

Married Life and Work

Walter and Evelyn first lived in Belle Plaine, MN.  Because the railroad business was suffering
during the Depression, Walter took a leave of absence and sold Watkins Products from the spring of 1936
until the spring of 1939.  During this time, he continued with occasional relief work for the railroad.  In
April of 1939, he went back to Minneapolis and St. Louis Railroad full time.  They moved to
Minneapolis because he would be travelling around to different jobs and they thought a home base in
Minneapolis would work best since he could catch a train to different locations.  They purchased a four-
plex on Pleasant Avenue South that Walter planned to fix up between railroad jobs.   But he decided in
January of 1940 that it would improve his fortunes to move to the Eastern division of the railroad.  They
rented a house in University Park near Oskaloosa, IA, where he worked for six months and then moved
to Farmington, IL, in October, 1940, and to Middle Grove, IL in August, 1942.  During this time he
worked at various depots in the area--Cramers, Hanna City and Middle Grove.  In February, 1943, Walter
had the opportunity to bid on a second trick (evening shift) position in Monmouth, IL. and they rented a
five-room house on 1st Avenue in Monmouth.  They settled happily into Monmouth and in October,
1946, purchased the home at 114 South G Street where they lived until 1986.  
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Figure 47.  Walter holding Elizabeth, Evelyn holding Patricia, and Mary.

Initially Walter worked the 4:00 to midnight shift in Monmouth, then changed to the day shift in
1953.  In August 1956 he was assigned to be Agent-Telegrapher assuming work that had previously been
done by two people.  In 1959 the Minneapolis & St. Louis Railroad merged with the Chicago
Northwestern which eliminated much of
the business coming through Monmouth. 
In 1962 Walter's hours were changed to
2:30-10:30 p.m.  Although he had been
doing some landscaping work as a sideline
over the years, especially when he had
worked the evening shift previously, he
now intensified his involvement in the
landscape business.  He wanted to have an
alternative to railroad work so that they
could stay in Monmouth even if the
railroad closed down the depot there.  

Since 1948 he had periodically
used his tractor to dig basements, clear
snow from parking lots in winter, and cut
grass along highways.  He now found there
was great demand for his services.  There
were many new homes being built and
Monmouth College was building
dormitories and renewing its athletic fields. 
He bought sod rights from various farmers nearby and used a sod cutter which he had invented to cut sod. 
It was necessary to buy other machinery and employ help to meet the growing need.  

Durand Landscaping received a special commendation from the President's Council on Youth
Opportunity signed by President Lyndon B. Johnson and Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey
recognizing Walter's employment of young people.  In April, 1966, Walter left the railroad to devote all
his efforts to Durand Landscaping.  The following year,he bought 34 1/2 acres of farm land near
Monmouth and erected a 40' by 80' building for use as a retail center.  Plants and gardening supplies were
sold from this building, and it also served as a garage for some of the machinery.  A lath house was also
built on the property to protect plants.  The remainder of the acreage was subdivided into home lots but
he grew alfalfa, soybeans, and corn while waiting for the lots to sell.  In 1976, Walter and Evelyn, who
had been helping in the Garden Center, retired from the business, and the Garden Center and 1 1/2 acres
were sold.  The Monmouth housing market had slowed down, and the remaining land was eventually
sold to a neighboring farmer. 

Raising a Family

  When Walter and Evelyn first moved to Monmouth, their daughters were 3 1/2 years, 2 years,
and 3 months.  Mary Evelyn had been born at St Mary's Hospital, Minneapolis, June 11, 1939.  Elizabeth
Ann was born February 3, 1941, and Patricia, November 13, 1942--both at St. Francis Hospital in Peoria,
IL, the city nearest to Farmington and Middle Grove.  Pat's birthdate fell on Friday the 13th. Before
taking Evelyn to the hospital to deliver Pat, Walter had stoked the furnace in the basement and found a
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Figure 48.  Walter and Evelyn’s 25th Anniversary Aug 1960.  L to R: Pat
17yrs, Liz 19 yrs, and Mary at 21yrs.

dead black cat.  Although both Walter and Evelyn denied being superstitious, Pat did not hear this story
until she was 36. 

When the girls were growing up, the yard was full of swings, a teeter totter, and best of all a large
playhouse with a stove, refrigerator, and table--all built by Walter.  He was very handy with tools and
made many improvements to their home as well.  Evelyn sewed dolls, other toys, and made the girls'
clothes.  The yard was a gathering place for the neighborhood.  Both Walter and Evelyn enjoyed
children.  As the girls left for college, Evelyn started a babysitting business in their home.  Some of the
children cared for later even brought their future spouses to meet Evelyn and Walter before becoming
engaged.   When the girls were teenagers, Lake Warren was constructed outside Monmouth, and Walter
and Evelyn purchased a lot.  Walter, always great at scavenging, found a small two-room cottage to move
onto the lot.  

Walter often raised
some pigs or calves for
butchering and sometimes had
one or two cows for milking
on property nearby.  Walter
and Evelyn had a huge garden
with much produce canned
and, during later years, frozen
for the winter.  The girls were
active in 4-H with the
encouragement of Evelyn,
who was a club leader, and
Walter who supported all the
various endeavors including
annual trips to the county and
state fairs.  

Both were very
involved in Immaculate
Conception Parish in
Monmouth where the girls
attended grade school.  Walter
was active in the Knights of
Columbus, serving a term as Grand Knight.  Walter also was a Cub Scout leader for a time, perhaps
because he missed having sons of his own.  However, when some of his friends teased him about not
having sons like they did, he would respond with his typical humor: "Well, the good Lord looks down
from heaven and when He sees a man is needed in a family, He sends one."

Walter and Evelyn were always pleased with their daughters' achievements and especially fond of
their grandchildren, and Walter would talk at length on these topics.  A summary:
Mary Durand Thomas (nee Mary Evelyn Durand): 

Born, June 11, 1939, Minneapolis, MN
Diploma and Bachelors in Nursing, St. Ambrose College, Davenport, IA; Masters in Nursing,
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Marquette University; PhD in Anthropology, University of Hawaii.  Married to John B. (Jack)
Thomas, June 17, 1967, Seattle, WA
Son: 

Hugh Durand Thomas, born June 22, 1978, Honolulu, HI
Will enter Seattle University Fall, 1997, majoring in Humanities. He is employed with
Bartell Drugs.

Jack and Mary presently reside at 233 North 172nd Place, Shoreline, WA, 98133. Jack works in
the Marine Design field and Mary is on faculty at the University of Washington.

Liz Turner (nee Elizabeth Ann Durand):
Diploma in Nursing, St. Ambrose College, Davenport, Ia;
Bachelors in Nursing, Marquette University.
Married to Cuthbert John (C.J.) Turner, December 1, 1972, Westminster, CA.
Children:
  Gillian Anne (Jill) Turner, born August 13, 1974, Huntington Beach, CA.

Received Bachelor of Arts in English, University of California, Irvine.
Now living in San Francisco where she is a copy editor for BusinessWire.

  Andrew John Turner, born February 2, 1976, Huntington Beach, CA.
Andy was born with craniosynostosis and had surgery for this birth defect.  He had a
reaction to the anesthetic used for the surgery with two strokes that left him brain
damaged.  Died August 8, 1985, Tustin, CA.

  Jared Cuthbert Turner, born April 6, 1979, Orange, CA.
Will be attending Chapman University, Orange, CA, in Fall, 1997, where he will study
music.  Jared is a gifted violist.

C.J. and Liz currently reside at 11862 Amethyst Court, Fountain Valley, CA, 92708.  C.J. is with
McDonnell-Douglas and Liz is a homemaker.

Patricia Elliott (nee Patricia Lee Durand)
Diploma in Nursing, St. Ambrose College; Bachelors in Nursing, Marycrest College, Davenport,
IA.
Married to Robert John (Bob) Elliott, July 16, 1966, Madison, WI.
Sons:
  James Edward Elliott, born July 1, 1968, Champaign, Il.

Received accounting degree from Marquette University.
Is a C.P.A. with B.B.O.Seidman LLP, Milwaukee.

  John Charles Elliott, born March 7, 1970, Janesville, WI
Received business degree from Marquette University and M.B.A. from University of
Wisconsin, Milwaukee.
Married Jody Glynn Tressler, March 25, 1994, Toledo,OH
Charles Patrick Elliott, born December 4, 1996, Milwaukee
Employed by Ernst & Young Consulting LLP, Milwaukee.

  Joseph Robert Elliott, born June 25, 1975, Janesville, WI.
Received Bachelors in biomedical engineering, Marquette.  Employed with Special
Electric of Canton, MI.



49

  Jeffrey Thomas Elliott, born October 9, 1977, Janesville, WI. 
 Just completed freshman year at University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana.

  Jason Alan Elliott, born October 9, 1977, Janesville, WI. 
 Just completed freshman year at University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana.

Bob and Pat reside at 2922 Yale Drive, Janesville, WI 53545.  Bob is an attorney and Pat is a
homemaker.

The Later Years

Grandchildren were a special joy to Walter and Evelyn in their later years.  In answer to a
question in a Grandparent memory book that asked:  "What are you most proud of being?", Walter
answered, "a Grandpa."  Bob and Pat's boys were geographically closest, so Walter and Evelyn were able
to see them most frequently and they often had humorous stories to tell about the latest escapades.  As
long as they were physically able to do so, Walter and Evelyn also made an annual trip to the West Coast
with stops in California and Washington.  They enjoyed travelling especially by camper and used these
trips as an opportunity to visit states that they had not yet seen.  Other trips took them to the Northeastern
states, Canada, Mexico, and Hawaii.

In 1985, a Golden Wedding Anniversary party for Walter and Evelyn was held in Monmouth.  A
large hall was rented for the festivities with many long time friends and neighbors and some relatives in
attendance.  Walter and Evelyn renewed their wedding vows at Immaculate Conception Church.  Walter
was getting more frail at this time, and Evelyn also was beginning to show her age.  In the spring and
early summer of 1986, it became apparent that Walter was suffering from Alzheimer Disease.  Both
Walter and Evelyn were used to being very independent and it was hard for them to accept help from
home health caregivers.  Walter became increasingly more agitated, even with medication, and had a
stroke in August of that year.  On September 24, 1986, Pat moved Walter and Evelyn to the Caravilla
Skilled Care Facility/Retirement Home near her home in Wisconsin.  At that time it was discovered that
Walter also had metastasized lung cancer.  He died at the Caravilla with Evelyn and his daughters with
him on November 20, 1986.  Evelyn continued
to reside at the Caravilla until her death on
January 22, 1993.  In accordance with their
wishes, both Walter and Evelyn were buried in
St. Mary's Cemetery in Monmouth, IL.


