
My Life & 65 Wonderful Years in E.S.A 
By Doris B. Eller 

 

It was a cold wintery night, January 5, 1923, at 11:55 p.m. when I, Doris Blenn 

joined Mother, Jennie Fett Eller, Father, Orin Edward, brothers:  Emerson, 

Chauncey (Chuck) and sister Gwenn on a large farm six miles from Grace City, 

North Dakota.  In attendance was Dr. LaBean and mid wife, Mrs. Gus Topp, who 

lost three children during the flu season.   

 

The experiences of growing up on a farm in the Midwest, with four seasons, was “a 

good measuring stick” on how valuable life has been for me.  Everyone worked hard 

and the neighbors were always there to lend a helping hand with farm work.  My 

father raised mainly wheat and corn.  He also had a large herd of Herford cattle, 

which paid off when he took them to market.   

 

I was very young but I remember the depression and the three years of drought 

which meant getting rid of the cattle – except for the bull and a few milk cows.  

During those three years, to sustain a family of six and the handy man, my dad 

turned to Mutual of Omaha for a $35 loan on his life insurance policy.  All they had 

to buy was sugar, flour and coal.  We had a large orchard and vegetable garden.  I 

can still see over 600 quarts of fruit and vegetables that Mother, my sister and I 

canned, all lined up neatly on the shelves in the basement . . . along with a root 

cellar for vegetables during the winter.   

 

Entertainment was playing cards:  Whist, Hearts or Five Hundred.  My folks were 

members of the Cherry Lake Club and the biggest yearly excitement was the 

Fourth of July picnic at Red Willow Lake.  We swam (got a bad sunburn) played 

games and there was FOOD, yum!  There was a big variety.  In the evening, the 

young people went to dances in the road houses.   

 

As a child I learned the value of money, thanks to our neighbors, the Leichtmans, 

who raised hundreds of sheep.  In the spring during lambing time when the ewes 

had twins, the mothers would butt away one of the lambs.  That meant bottle 

feeding many lambs.  Children could come to their house to pick up two or three 

lambs.  How well I remember Mrs. Leichtman looking me in the eye and saying, 

“Doris, will you bottle feed and play with your two lambs?”  With due respect, my 

answer was “Yes, Mrs. Leichtman, I promise.” They were fun to have around and 

yes, so playful.  When they grew up, my dad took them to market and would get 
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$16-$20, and that was my money to spend.  Upon receipt of the Montgomery Ward 

catalogue, I saw fur topped over shoes and fancy long legged underwear.  I asked 

Mother’s permission to order them.  She said, “Doris, that’s your money, of course 

you can.”  

 

The country school was a mile and a quarter from our farm.  My classmate, Russell 

Topp, was so kind to pick me up in his buggy and a covered sleigh in the winter and 

take me to school.  I graduated from New Rockford High School in 1942, followed 

by two years at Valley City State Teachers’ College which awarded me a Standard 

Certificate which entitled me to teach grade school.   

 

My parents taught us independence and as I look back, how grateful I was for their 

teaching that helped me find my first job.  I was only 19 years old and taught in a 

country school with eight students and one with a correspondence course.  I 

boarded and roomed across the street from the school, got up early to shovel the 

path to the outdoor toilet – a “two holer” with a Sears & Roebuck catalogue and 

stoked the furnace so it would be warm by nine o’clock.  Mom and Dad picked me up 

on Fridays so I could spend the weekend at home.  Father always asked me how my 

we went.  One, not so well and I’ll explain.   

 

Our family had no need to apply for welfare or relief, as it was called in those days.  

One family, the Kurtz’s had four children in school and older children.  They were 

poor and received relief.  Fun at school was on Halloween night.  It was called a 

Basket Social.  The ladies would prepare a lunch and pack it in the box, beautifully 

decorated but not letting her husband see it.  The boxes were auctioned off to the 

highest bidder.  Disappointingly, the Kurtz family didn’t show.  Monday I announced 

how sorry we were that the Kurtz family missed all the fun.  I wrote a note to Mrs. 

Kurtz stating I had to borrow cream from Mrs. Anderson and would she be so kind 

as to send 50 cents to repay Mrs. Anderson.  Mrs. Kurtz wrote a note to me stating 

“You borrowed the cream, now you pay for it!” Apparently they were miffed 

because our family did not have to go on relief and they did.  On the way home for 

the weekend, the same question “How did your week go?”  I gave Dad the facts and 

here’s his advice that I have lived by.  “Doris, you will find as you go through life, 

you’ll be damned if you do and damned if you don’t but always do the best you can.”  

 

World War II changed many lives, mine included.  After school was out, I went to 

Portland, Oregon to visit Emerson and his wife, Gladys.  Looking around at new 

advantages, my thought was, “I don’t think I want to go back to North Dakota” and 
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I didn’t.  Emerson was working for Kaiser Company, Swan Island building ships.  I 

too joined the War effort for 2½ years at Kaiser Company in the division building 

tankers.   

 

Travels…World Wide 

 

It all started on my first trip to Ireland.  Yes, I kissed the Blarney Stone.  

Followed by Spain where we went to a bull fight, Palma Balearic Islands, Italy, a 

Mediterranean Sea Cruise ending up in Athens, Greece.  Other European countries 

were Sicily, Switzerland, Austria, Liechtenstein, 65 square miles, the smallest 

country in the world.  Also Germany, where thousands of Jewish people met their 

demise and Czechoslovakia  where we toured Prague, with their beautiful old 

European buildings.   

 

Asian countries.  Thailand, their capitol, Bangkok was interesting while on a canal 

trip called “The Klongs”, we saw residents washing their clothes, brushing their 

teeth and bathing while someone held up a towel.  Malaysia, Singapore, which was 

one of the most beautiful harbors next to Sydney, Australia, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

whose capitol is Taipei.  I mentioned we never see any dogs – a bad question!  

Answer:  no you won’t because they eat them.  We also visited an oriental style 

facility that housed four floors of the world’s largest jade Ming Dynasty collection.   

 

Our next stop was Japan.  While at the Taipei airport, we had to show our 

credentials.  I remarked, “please be sure to place all documents in the envelope.”  

Well, they didn’t and my health certificate was missing.  I panicked when they said 

I could get into Japan but I couldn’t leave and would have to have another cholera 

shot.  I did, fortunately with no bad reaction.   

 

Flying into Tokyo was a “white knuckle” experience traveling for miles over the 

waterway between skyscrapers that you could hardly see to the top.  We stayed in 

a most beautiful hotel and were treated royally.  It was fun to ride the bullet train, 

visiting the cities of Kyoto Osaka and Nagoya.   

 

The twenty three day trip in South America took us to every country but Chile.  In 

Peru, I petted a tame cheetah, flew to Cusco and of course explored Machu Picchu, 

which was built by the Incas, a religious group of Indian people.  They cut, shaped 

and smoothed granite blocks and fit them together with mortar to make the walls 

for the various rooms.  Machu Picchu is 11,000 feet above sea level in the Andes 
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Mountains.  We had been forewarned of the thin air at that height.  We were 

taken to a facility where we laid down and rested for several hours.  How the Incas 

transported the rocks that distance will never be known.  This, to me, is one of the 

seven wonders of the world.   

 

To break up our twenty three day trip from LAX to the North and South Islands 

of New Zealand, we spent three days at tropical Tahiti and then on to Melbourne 

and Sydney, Australia.  We left Sydney on Christmas Day, stopping for nine hours 

in Fiji en route to the Hawaiian Islands to spend three days in Honolulu.  With the 

time change, we had another Christmas.   

 

Another exciting trip was flying to Acapulco, Mexico where we caught a cruise ship 

that took us through the Panama Canal, taking nine hours, traveling north through 

the Caribbean sea, stopping at San Juan, Puerto Rico and Port au Prince, Haiti, 

docking in Miami.  Another trip through Mexico took us to the Yucatan Peninsula, 

Cozumel, Cancun and the Maya and Toltec ruins.   

 

The last foreign trip was to the Netherlands, formerly Holland, where it was tulip 

time.  Ann Franks apartment was pointed out where she hid from the Germans 

during World War II.  We also saw the Margraten Cemetery where 2,861 American 

soldiers are buried, while trying to help liberate German occupants.   

 

Canada, Alaska and many points in the USA added to my happy travels.   

 

One day while shopping in Meir & Frank Department Store, I could not believe my 

eyes when I ran into a college classmate, Winnie Wylie Copp.  I said “Winnie, what 

are you doing here?”  She said “Teaching, of course and you?”  I explained my 

position at Kaiser Company.  This was 65 years ago and another door was opened.  

Win said, Doris I recall in college you were a member of the Delphi Sorority and I 

was wondering if you’d be interested in joining this outstanding group of ladies in a 

non-academic sorority, Epsilon Sigma Alpha, Int’l. whose goal is to lend support to 

charity organizations.  I was rushed by several chapters, and believe me, in those 

days “we were looked over”.   

 

I accepted Winnie’s invitation with my installation into the Alpha Gamma Chapter 

on April 18, 1945 in Portland, Oregon.  I still have my invitation with a three cent 

stamp on the envelope.  My E.S.A number is 364.   
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After the War, I worked in the neck wear department of Lipman & Wolf Company.  

One day I had a distressed call from brother Chauncey to come to Florida because 

his wife Lily Mae was about to have their first child, Pamela Jean and they needed 

someone to help care for Lil and the baby when they came home.  Their good 

friend, Millie Shiver had planned to help out but she had the measles.  So more 

adventure.  Brother was getting out of the Navy in Opa Laka and away I went.   

 

The family moved to Tampa to work for a company Brother had worked with prior 

to the War.  I followed them, rented an apartment along with a nice lady and 

worked for the Tampa Daily Times in the billing department for 2½ years.  By that 

time I had my fill of the Florida humid muggy weather and all the bugs.  Back to 

Portland for 5½ years, working in the Sears Roebuck Mail Department.  My good 

friend, Mona Brady and I decided it was time to make some changes.  Where shall 

we go?  Denver or Los Angeles?  The latter won out because she had a boyfriend in 

Compton and Mother’s two sisters lived in Long Beach (1954).   

 

After four weeks, money was starting to run out.  I found a job in the 

transportation industry working at Bekins Moving and Storage for thirty years, 

then six and one-half years for Pilot Air Freight Forwarding Company. 

 

Over the years, I’ve tried to make a difference with thousands of volunteer hours 

in the name of E.S.A.  Upon returning to Los Angeles, again rushed, I decided to 

join Hollywood Epsilon Chapter #118.  Our Chapter supported fund raising for the 

Myasthenia Gravis Foundation, where I volunteered for 42½ years.  The last ten in 

fund raising.   

 

Upon my retirement in 1989, another door opened and that was the Ronald 

McDonald House.  There are not enough words in the dictionary to explain my 

heart-felt satisfaction which my 21½ years has meant to me.   

 

Over 14 years, I’ve also worked at the RSVP office.  This is the Retired and Senior 

Volunteer Program funded by a federal grand and hosted by the City of Los 

Angeles, Department of Recreation and Parks.  Volunteers send in time sheets 

along with the mileage traveled to and from the volunteer’s site which rewards us 

with a monthly reimbursement check.  I am also a member of the Friends of RSVP, 

Inc. advisory council.  A birthday card is sent to all volunteers.  My job is to 

decorate and address the envelopes for the beautiful handmade cards my co-

worker designs.   
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My 60th year in E.S.A was special when I attended the IC Convention in Phoenix, 

Arizona on July 16, 2005.  Our gracious and fun-loving president, Collen Cape, 

presented me with my 60 year pin stating, “You gave us wings so we could fly.”  

 

With all that’s been said, Now you know how E.S.A has enriched my life the past 65 

years.  My sisters are most valued.  I love you all.  Thank you.   


