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Interviewer: Jeanine Liston 
Tape: 91-15 

Book 55 Volume 1 
 
No one has done more for the young people of the La Center area than Ruth Toenjes.  
She arrived in the community in 1933 and from then on she has been a major activist in 
every known youth organization.  She brought the Boy and Girl Scouts into La Center for 
the first time; she was leader in many types of 4-H groups; she was the first person ever 
given the La Center PTA’s Golden Acorn Award, and she spent many years working 
with the Juvenile Grange.  Ruth innovated a teenage club within the Grange, nicknamed 
“the Jerks.”  These youngsters raised money to buy a juke box, and they held dances after 
school and on weekends.  The Saturday night dances included a midnight lunch!  Ruth 
oversaw all this. 
 Born in Eastern Washington and trained as a teacher at Cheney Normal School, 
Ruth came to La Center to visit relatives.  She was persuaded to stay, and interviewed for 
work with the mother of the man she would marry.  She and Laurence Toenjes were 
married after only three weeks acquaintance, and they settled on the East Fork of the 
Lewis River, across from what is now Paradise Point State Park. 
 During all her volunteering with youngsters, Ruth raised her own two and her 
stepson.  She also managed all the daily labor of a farm wife and she did the cooking for 
the road crews that widened I-5 and put in the new bridge over the Lewis just prior to 
World War II.  When electricity arrived Ruth learned how to wire houses, and did four 
homes that passed inspection.  She is not one to loaf around. 
 Today Ruth hears from the many people she had in her youth clubs and activities 
all the time.  On her 84 birthday this past September she attended a reunion of four La 
Center classes, including her sons’ and enjoyed seeing all “the kids.” 

RUTH TOENJES, LA CENTER YOUTH WORKER 
 Side I 
1-9   Introduction 
9-16   Ruth tells of birth Sept. 7, 1907 in Hilliard, WA.  Education, training at 

Cheney Normal, teaches for two years, is married, and divorced. 
17-25   Comes to La Center to visit relatives, the Brashears and Buckbees; 

persuaded to look for work and stay. 
26-33   Recalls the meeting with her future husband while being interviewed for a 

job by his mother. 
34-41   Marriage follows after only three weeks of acquaintance.  Talks about the 

German pronunciation of Toenjes. 
42-56   Talks about what the La Center Grange was like in 1933 
57-83   Describes the meeting of her juvenile Grangers, at first held in the old 

school on Main Street and then moved to the present-day Grange Hall…in 
the kitchen until the basement was built.  She also organized Scout program 
at this time. 

84-99   Ruth tells about the time “politics” voted her out of the Junior Matron Job; 
three months later they asked her to take it again! 
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100-111   Discusses the difficulties of working with some of the parents.  She got 
great support and backing from her husband Laurence. 

112-130   Remembers her 4-H kids and projects and mentions names of some of the 
families still in touch. 

131-155   After the Junior Grange folded Ruth formed the Grange Youth Recreation 
Club (Jerks!) with 60 or 70 older youngsters.  They raised money with 
cakewalks and bought a jukebox so there were regular teenage dances held in 
the Grange Hall, with lunch at midnight.  Ruth handled everything for at least 
four years. 

156-185   More reminiscing about the Jerks; who was in the group, etc. 
186-201   Discussion of why the Grange went into decline from time to time.  Ruth 

wondered about the lack of enthusiasm for some of the activities, etc. 
201-219   Remembers the good families that helped out and the youngsters she 

enjoyed having in her groups.  The Averys, Cervenys, Chipmans, and Pratts. 
220-242   Ruth jokes about attempts to convert her to religion, in particular a good 

friend Johnny Pratt who has agreed to come and preach at her funeral, as he 
did at her husband’s twenty some years ago. 

243-265   More discussion on her view of formal religions and some remembering her 
husband’s funeral. 

266-310   Recalls when she was involved with the PTA; all the people who helped; the 
circumstances of her being awarded the first Golden Acorn ever presented by 
the La Center organization.  Membership etc. 

311-331   Ruth remembers the town businesses here when she first came; Rhodes 
store, Soehls market etc. 

332-350   She recalls that she cooked for the crews that built the bridge over the Lewis 
River there on the highway in 1941.  She lived in a house on Kinder Rock 
then. 

351-370   Talks about how the roads were named; Eddy Rock Road.  Her first home 
was right on the riverbank there.  Later it was torn down and another built 
with wood from Toenjes Sawmill.  She remembers they had no electricity 
when she first came. 

371-381   Tells about her two children being born at home there and delivered by Dr. 
Hoffman. 

382-400   Ruth talks about the Hi Neighbor Program, which she headed; they got 
people from foreign countries together to talk about their lives and to help 
them become integrated into the community.  She mentions Mrs. Cornwall of 
Woodland, who had come from Czechoslovakia. 

401-424   More about the Hi Neighbor Club, which she organized within the Grange 
when she was Lectern. 

425-441   Remembers when her husband Laurence was the Grange Master.  It was 
during the celebration of the La Center Grange’s 75th Anniversary. 

442-467   Recalls a few of the people who were past Grange Masters; and one of the 
highlights of the Grange program…the Juvenile Grange. 

The End 


