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FOREWORD 
 
 

There is no history, only fictions of varying degrees of plausibility. 
 
 
 
 

That was a theory attributed to Baron Jacobi a character in Gore Vidal’s historical novel 

1876.  Memories are re-creations of largely historical events which often bear the slant 

of plausibility.  Sometimes memories are of what might have been had things been 

different or are the remaining specters of unrealized dreams.  Many years later as I was 

sitting on the terrace of my friend Julia’s house near the Provençal town of Plascassier 

discussing her World War II days she reminded me that “memory is selective, not 

encyclopedic.”  Some memories are nobody’s business and it should come as no 

surprise to learn that such ones are not memorialized in these pages. These essays are 

my memories, selective, detached and in no particular chronological order though some 

may be, and I confess to the possibility, indeed the probability, of a certain cleansing 

applied through the looking glass of historical perspective and the passage of time.  

Some things that happen in life are completely forgotten and those things will have the 

effect of shortening this book.  Some memories thrive for having lain fallow for so many 

years.  Others take their proper places in the mix of producing a life.  “Maybe that wasn’t 

the way it was, but they’re my memories and I’ll remember them the way I want to.”  

This was attributed to Jeannie Seely, supposedly a performer of some sort at the Grand 
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Ole Opry.  Who am I to argue!  These memories of mine are presented the way “I want 

to.”  It is one of the compensations of old age, and a very enjoyable one at that, to 

remember what I want to and how, just as Agatha Christi observed about her 

autobiography: “I have remembered, I suppose, what I wanted to remember.” 

 

I would like to have a little chat with whoever decreed that books must have Forewords, 

sometimes called Prefaces.  Having read a great many of them in my life, usually after I 

have read the entire book, I have come to determine that most Forewords have either of 

two purposes.  The first is to provide the reader with a summary of the contents of the 

book.  In this case, having read the Foreword the reader has no need of reading the 

book and he can go about impressing others with the presumption that he has read it.  If 

he is lucky, he will not encounter anyone who has actually read that particular book and 

challenged him on some point or other thereby exposing the fraud.  The second 

purpose of a Foreword is to tell the reader something about the circumstances 

surrounding the writing of the book.  The reader learns about the glass of iced tea at his 

elbow, the bicolor ribbon on his Underwood typewriter, the attractive house dress on his 

equally attractive wife, something silly one of his two equally silly kids had done that 

day, the itch of his wool pants or the drip of humidity from the tree moss.  There is a 

long list of other boring nonsense he might reveal to flesh out the Foreword, none of 

which is interesting to the average reader or has anything to do with the contents of the 

book.  This type of book is usually called a novel.  In my estimation a good novel has no 

need whatsoever of a Foreword or Preface.  Where the present book fits in this scheme 

of things, if it does, I leave to the reader to decide, but I must point out that I do not have 
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an Underwood typewriter (It’s an IBM Selectric II, quite old, but not as old as I.), an 

attractive wife or two silly offspring.  I do, however, enjoy a good glass of iced tea 

without sugar.  I must confess that as I write this I do have a small bowl of toasted 

pecans nearby to munch on while waiting for memory to prompt the fingers into action 

on the keyboard.  Doesn’t this prove my point? 

 

Having said that and having discharged my obligation of providing that unnecessary 

feature of a book called a “Foreword,” please read on as I indulge myself in the 

pleasures of memory.  I leave the reader to it in the hopes that will be found a mite of 

history, a bit of understanding of what it was like for a little boy growing up during the 

two contiguous worst times in this country’s past – the Great Depression and World War 

II plus a few post-war recovery years -- and a few scattered moments of amusement.  If 

these things are found, or any of them, I shall have fulfilled my obligation.  If not, as the 

French would say: Eh, bien . . . tant pis!* 

 

          G.T.P. 

 

* Oh, well . . . never mind! 
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DEPRESSION 

 

It was not my fault.  I will swear to this on that proverbial stack of whatever books you 

choose to thrust at me.  I’m talking about the Great Depression.  I will admit to being 

responsible for the daily white banners, not star-spangled ones, drying on the clothes 

line in the back yard.  I had been born before the invention of disposable diapers. Yes, I 

had been born before the Great Depression got underway, but only by eleven months.  

Of course I was much too young to understand what had happened, or why, on that 

October day in 1929 when the Stock Market crashed precipitating a decade and more of 

misery for a great number of people in this country and around the world.  Actually, I 

paid it no attention, preferring to poop my way toward my first birthday, meaning no 

commentary on the then current situation but just obeying nature’s demands.  I went 

along for the ride, such as it was.  If I began riding it out in a baby carriage, buggy or 

pram, I have conveniently forgotten the mode of transportation, just as I have tried to 

forget the humiliation of being photographed in my christening “dress” at age 5 months 

11 days.  Actually, the humiliation thing came about much later when I was much older 

and able to formulate assessments, though I was told that all babies of both genders 

were put in special “dresses” for christening purposes.  At the time I was less than half 

way to my first birthday and had no sense of the distinction between the masculine and 

feminine haute couture, and I was never consulted on the choice of raiment for this 

event that I also didn’t understand.  And you will be glad to learn that this was the last 

time I wore a dress.  Since infant mortality was still a concern, my grandparents having 
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lost three infants, Mother waited to see if I would live before investing in that special 

christening garb.  Thankfully that “dress” has disappeared, having been worn only once, 

I presume, or maybe twice if the photograph were not taken on the same day as the 

actual christening; but the photograph survives and I believe the expression on my face 

says all of what I must have felt at the time, something like “What the hell’s going on 

here?”  Or maybe “I’ll get you for this!”  Fill in your own caption. 

 

   The author aged 5 months, 11 days. 

 

As I aged, I learned from the older members of my family that the Great Depression was 

the fault of something called Hoover.  Hoover was not what I was being called, so I must 

have thankfully concluded that I was not responsible.  Needless to say I arrived at this 
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conclusion after I had decoded some of the sounds around me by which communication 

was effected among the upright and walking other primates in my vicinity.  But, I had a 

problem with the explanation as I understood it that Hoover was responsible.  You see, 

periodically my Mother or Grandmother would take out of a closet a big, very noisy 

contraption that they would push about the house, presuming to clean the floor.  That 

machine was ”Boss” Hoover’s vacuum cleaner and I was at a loss to comprehend how 

that ugly monster, called a Hoover, could possibly cause the economic disaster that was 

upon us; if it did, then wouldn’t it have been the thing to do to get rid of that ugly 

machine and return to prosperity?  But, it seems it did . . . and that was that!  Some 

things just have to be accepted at face value or, like religion, on myth, superstition and 

faith.  There was a lot I didn’t understand.  I don’t remember when I sorted out the fact 

that the president of our country was one thing and the manufacturer of vacuum 

cleaners was something entirely different and the two were not compatible or even 

related.  It was just a matter of something called coincidence, whatever that was.  Along 

with being blamed unfairly as it turned out for bringing about the Great Depression, 

President Hoover suffered another deficiency of monumental proportion according to 

my family – he was a Republican – and in my house that amounted to something not far 

removed from sin.  And there was another Hoover to complicate matters, J. Edgar.  

What’s a kid to do!  Three Hoovers in one’s early life were almost too much. 

 

Today just turning on the television set puts one in constant touch with a frequently 

aired annoying commercial message promoting a nostrum of perhaps dubious reliability 

which alleges to resolve temporarily if not to permanently cure the ailment called 
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depression.  No such pill was available to solve human problems during the Great 

Depression, which was financial and not emotional, though there was considerable 

emotional response to the financial circumstance that afflicted the country.  Hope for 

economic recovery from the Great Depression was some way in the future, if ever, and, 

according to my family, came about in the fall of 1932 (just before my 4th birthday) with 

the election in early November of the country’s assumed savior as the new or next 

president.   How this thing called “president” was expected to do that was something 

else I did not contemplate.  I was still too young to vote, even if I had known what that 

was or how to go about it.  My family, being yellow dog Democrats who paid their $2.00 

poll taxes religiously every year, as did I when I was old enough to vote until that 

practice was unfortunately dropped. 

 

 The cake stand still in my possession. 

 

I knew something very out of the ordinary had happened when I saw my Grandmother 

take the cut glass cake stand from its customary place on the sideboard into the kitchen 

and start to ice a cake.  This never happened except on Sundays, holidays and special 

occasions.  This must be a special occasion, since I didn’t think it was a holiday.  It was 
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one of those days half way or so between Sundays the names of which I had yet to 

keep straight.  My family was thrilled beyond measure that salvation for the country was 

on the way and the inauguration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt as the new president in 

March 1933 was a day for great rejoicing.  No, that is not a mistake; it was later in that 

year that the presidential inauguration day was changed to January when the 20th 

Amendment to the Constitution was ratified.  We had better taste in music than to sing 

Happy Days Are Here Again!, but the thought was there.  It was chocolate cake that I 

had with my Uncle Wiggily mug of hot chocolate.  Uncle Wiggily was a very elderly 

rabbit crippled with rheumatism.  How this story book character was appropriate for a 

young child did not bother me a bit.  Perhaps it was a forecast of what one could 

anticipate in old age.  I was only interested in the contents of the mug, not on any 

subliminal message portrayed in the picture on the outside. The adults had coffee, an 

elixir not thought proper for children, to celebrate this event which was thought of in the 

same way as the Second Coming, something else I didn’t understand and spent no time 

fretting about.  For chocolate cake I would have welcomed a Cocker Spaniel as 

president, which might have been an improvement.  I wondered how often we might 

celebrate a new president if it always came with chocolate cake.    

 

At this point I should explain that in my family in addition to the alleged theological one, 

there was a second holy trinity: the Democrat party, the Methodist Church and the State 

of Texas, not necessarily in that order, each to be worshiped in its own unique and 

frequent way.  Having been saved, first by being spritzed with water by a Methodist 

Church’s minister – couldn’t he at least have warmed it a bit to take off the chill? – 
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secondly, by the good fortune of finding ourselves living in the latter day Eden called 

Texas, and now by the national election of a Democrat president, my family was 

convinced that everyone could relax and look forward to the return of paradise on earth.  

What naiveté – on all counts!  Somewhere along the way as I aged, I realized that the 

Democrat party was not the star on which I wanted to hang my future fate.  Neither was 

I anxious to gamble my future on the Republican political party, which is why I now find 

myself a political independent and able to pick and choose as I see fit, rather than 

allowing some party hack to tell me what he thought was best for me and how I should 

vote.  Wasn’t that why I had been given a brain?  Think about it!  There was even a time 

when I realized that the democracy on which this country had been founded simply 

meant the bludgeoning of the people by the people for the people, a message the 

Congress discovered long before I did.  If one looks closely enough, one might even say 

this concept is implied if not stated outright in the founding Constitution. 

 

Since its beginnings the Christian cults have never ceased arguing over every bit of 

theological minutia and faith, quite often the arguments resulting in changes in 

theological beliefs, position, thought and interpretation.  It took the better part of the 4th 

century CE from the First Council of Nicaea, the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Second 

Council, the Third Council and the Filioque Controversy just to get some agreement on 

a short statement of faith called the credo.  Curiously, one of the major arguments was 

over choice of a first person pronoun, singular or plural; should the statement read “I 

believe . . .” or “We believe . . .”   After many more arguments and rewrites during the 

following centuries today most Christian sects call it the Apostles Creed, though the 
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original so-called Twelve Apostles had nothing to do with it.  In the Methodist church it is 

only two rather short sentences long and only because of editorial choices in 

punctuation is it broken up into a few more sentences by certain other denominations.  

Just imagine how much haggling went on over other pieces of religious doctrine, for 

example the matter of transubstantiation.  (Don’t get me started on that subject or I’ll 

confiscate your supply of crackers and grape juice!)  The Methodist church to which my 

family belonged needs some explanation and context.  One might think that all 

Methodists were alike in their beliefs and practices.  Not so.  Religion, like politics, the 

weather and so many other things in life – even a good recipe for that most delicious 

fish stew sometimes called witches’ brew which gets its name from bouille (boil) and 

baisse (simmer), bouillabaisse -- is subject to interpretation and reinterpretation 

periodically according to the whims and fancies of the person or people doing the job.  

Ever since John and Charles Wesley formed what became Methodism out of the 

Church of England during the revival movement, its simplistic rituals that they assumed 

even the most uncultured, uneducated, illiterate and inattentive oaf could follow, the 

preferred practices and theology have periodically come under examination and 

revision.  Thus, by the time I was born there were several flavors of Methodism ranging 

from the most fundamental, mainline and evangelical to the more complex, from what 

was called “high church” to “low,” the distinction being mostly decorative, though there 

were slight theological differences if one cared to look closely enough.  I suspect few 

people did.  High churchers saw the need for sterling silver candle sticks and lighted 

long white tapers on the altar.  The more fundamental types likened burning candles on 

their altars to symbols of burnt offerings to gods they preferred not to worship.  That is 
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only one of the differences between high-church and low-church Methodists.  These 

splits occurred periodically over the two centuries or so since founding of the formal 

religion.  About the only thing all branches of Methodism seemed to agree on was 

passing the collection plate, a ritual common to all forms of Christianity and it didn’t take 

centuries of argument to agree on this practice.  But, there’s more.  At the time of 

Lincoln’s War the northern state Methodists and the southern state Methodists 

underwent a major schism over the politics that separated the two parts of the country.  

How this geographical political difference was determined to be a matter of theology 

was beyond reason and understanding.  It was nothing more than politics, some would 

suggest at its worst.  My family, being high church – that is Episcopal in nature – and of 

a Southern persuasion, belonged to a Methodist church known as Methodist Episcopal 

Church South.  It would be decades later before all the different Methodist recipes 

buried their respective hatchets and united, along with the Evangelical United Brethren 

Church, into a communal stew called the United Methodist Church, quite a bouillabaisse 

in itself.  The merger might be likened to the formation of a conglomerate in the 

commercial world.  I suppose one might think it fortunate that the Sherman Antitrust and 

Taft-Hartley Acts did not apply to religions.  They were just lucky that they weren’t 

subject to governmental taxation or any other kind of taxes.  Of course the average 

shareholders in these matters had little or nothing to contribute, leaving it to the various 

church elders to tell them what they were to believe and how. 

 

As for the Methodist church, as I aged and studied other religions and theologies I came 

to the conclusion that members of every religion disbelieve in almost everything that 



 17 

members of other religions believe and that each person has a very warm and 

sustaining faith in he doesn’t really quite know what.  I found that people adhered to 

their faiths only from obstinacy and course of habit.  With time I realized I had not the 

religious temperament.  As for the Christian Bible, the Islamic Qur’an, and other of 

religion’s treatises, I put all these in the same literary genre as Thomas Bulfinch’s 

Mythology and Aesop’s Fables. 

 

The Great FDR is remembered for saying things like “the only thing we have to fear is 

fear itself.”  I guess he never had to feed and clothe a young child, the child’s 

grandparents and the child’s great-grandmother on a widow’s meager salary.  Such was 

the bane of my Mother’s existence.  Finding herself in this position, she found a job 

paying $50.00 a week, on which she supported the family throughout the third decade 

of the twentieth century and onward.  In fact, her salary did not undergo improvement 

until after the end of World War II, thanks to President Roosevelt’s price stabilization 

controls.  I never heard my mother complain about her lot in life.  If she were alive 

today, she would tell all those whining single and too-often unwed mothers on welfare to 

“Shut up and deal with it and don’t expect everybody else to take on your problems.  

You’re only boring everybody within hearing range with your insipid self-proclaimed 

pseudo-martyrdom.  Besides, you brought it on yourself!”  Having heard her thus far, 

you would not want to hear what else she would have said on this topic, especially on 

the subject of unwed motherhood. 
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I suppose I should get on with this by establishing a nomenclature for my family.  In 

addition to me there was my mother, always called Mother, never Ma, Mom, Mummy or 

Mommy and my calling her by her first name was a transgression never to be broached.  

I was savvy enough never to try.  Mother’s parents, my grandparents, were called Papa 

and Mama by all their children and grand children, including me.  There were even 

friends and neighbors who called them Mama and Papa.  Mama’s mother also lived with 

us, my Great-Grandmother.  She was called Grandma by one and all.  That just about 

does it.  Oh, yes.  I had a double name by which like most children in those Texas days 

I was known.  It was a Southern thing.  I discarded the practice as soon as possible, 

although there were older cousins who persisted in calling me by my double name for 

the rest of their lives, just as I did theirs.  In high school I had a nickname, by which 

some of the kids called me.  My initials were the same as a new World War II Army 

General Purpose vehicle.  Originally it was called a GP, then Geep, later changed to 

Jeep.  So, I was called Geep after the letters of my first and last name.  The nickname 

did not follow me to the university and it quickly disappeared.  Since I’m writing this, it 

should be obvious that I am still waiting to disappear. 

 

The year 1933 was remembered in my family for a reason other than the inauguration of 

St. Franklin.  In December of that year came the repeal of Prohibition, casting a decided 

pall on our Christmas a few weeks later, though my personal attention was focused 

more on whether or not my Christmas stocking that year would contain that most scarce 

and prized winter treat, an orange.  The possibility of two was almost beyond imagining.  

My family members were staunch teetotalers, the three female members being as 
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devoted to Miss Willard’s Women’s Christian Temperance Union (W.C.T.U.) as they 

were to the Methodist Church – White Feather forever!  The family motto must have 

been “Lips that touch liquor will never touch mine!”  I still have the pages from the old 

family Bible on which members of my family had signed their names pledging to be 

teetotalers for life, except me.  By the time I had learned how to write my name nobody 

got around to urging me to pledge myself to avoid liquor forever and I don’t recall feeling 

the urge to step forward with pen in hand to sign my name on the page.  I guess it was 

taken for granted that my genetics and environment were sufficient to protect me from 

the evils of alcohol.  I’ll drink to that!  President Roosevelt -- the Franklin one, not the 

Teddy -- lost some of his luster in my family for signing the Cullen-Harrison Act that 

amended the Volstead Act, which lead to ratification of the 18th Amendment banishing 

alcohol from the country, at least according to law if not in fact.  By the first week of 

December the 21st Amendment repealing the 18th Amendment put an end to Prohibition; 

but then, my family conceded with their Methodist back-sliding belief that even terrestrial 

saints are allowed feet of clay.  And there was always hope that sooner or later he 

would see the error of his ways and be redeemed through some sort of confession and 

prayer for forgiveness.  He never did and never was.  Some back-sliders were beyond 

redemption, even -- maybe especially -- those who were not Methodist . . . or Texan.  

With time I realized that Prohibition was nothing more than a massive governmental 

attempt to legislate morality, when in fact it was a colossal exercise in hypocrisy like so 

many other federal initiatives. 
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O  Page 2 of the Bible’s Family Temperance 

Pledge. 

 

The radio gave us great pleasure and entertainment after dinner as we sat around, 

gazing at it as if it were human, maybe expecting someone to jump out.  Summers in 

Texas were hot and residential air conditioning was some time in the future.  Table 

model and standing electric fans gave some respite, whether turned on low, medium or 

high, oscillating or not.  My family did not like the Westinghouse fan’s noise competing 

with the radio.  So, we usually sipped iced water or iced tea with mint and waved our 

lollipop fans, the ones given out free by funeral homes.  I found it a strange advertising 

gimmick for mortuaries and wondered if it might not have been a better gift to those who 

were not bound for Heaven, as I had been told we Methodists were, but which might 

have cooled them in that fiery furnace somewhere down below that I had heard about in 

church; although thinking about it, fanning the flames might have made the heat worse.  
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Something kept me from raising my question and I still have no answer.  About this I am 

now just as befuddled as before.  I just sat quietly fanning myself courtesy of the Dillon 

Funeral Home and decided I preferred the known heat of Texas to the unknown hotter 

place in the afterlife, assuming there was one.  About that I still have doubts.  Perhaps 

instead of being “down below” it might be “just over there and to the left.”  Who knows? 

 

Franklin D.’s flatulent oratory pervaded the remainder of the decade through his fireside 

chats, which we attended via the Philco radio as religiously as we went to church 

services.  When the church doors opened, we went in.  When FDR was on the radio, we 

tuned in.  Those were the days before something called television, which was a decade 

and a half in the future for the general population.  I was allowed to stay up late for 

those broadcasts.  It was thought to be part of my place in witnessing history as well as 

to be instructional.  These speeches were deemed oracular and not to be missed, at 

least by those who supported his politics.  Other voices, too, made listening to the radio 

almost a required ritual: H. V. Kaltenborn, William L. Shirer and Adolph Hitler.  These 

were called “newscasts.”  I knew about casting for trout, so I assumed there might be 

similarities, though the bait and catch were different.  Mr. Hitler lived in and was in 

charge of a different and foreign country quite far away and I found it necessary to 

consult a world atlas to locate where Germany was, which was somewhere on the other 

side of New Jersey.  Since he spoke a foreign language, I had no idea what the German 

dictator was saying, but I was greatly impressed with his ability to command the 

listener’s attention.  Some sounds are quite hypnotic.  After his tirades, Mr. Shirer, Mr. 

Kaltenborn or some other speaker of a language I could understand would translate, 
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paraphrase or explain in English what was said.  I must admit to considerable 

disappointment upon learning what Mr. Hitler had actually said, though I still was 

impressed with how he said it.  It was something called oratory.  After the radio 

broadcasts the family would comment and discuss various aspects of the speeches, 

always resulting in less than flattering conclusions and a certain degree of concern, if 

not actual fear.  As I had nothing to add, I was not a participant in these discussions, but 

I was a devoted listener.  Sometimes afterward I slept fitfully and my dreams would be 

inhabited by nightmares of Wagnerian dimension.  If I remembered any of them the next 

morning, I would have a telling at breakfast and the family would soothe my anxieties, 

quoting over and over the president’s sacrosanct promise, reassurances and other 

babble.  For reasons I did not understand President Roosevelt’s orations were held in 

similar awe to the sermons delivered by our minister every Sunday.  He, too, was a 

Democrat; so, I suppose that made everything alright.  In those days people had more 

faith in and devotion to the country’s president, though today we might think it 

misguided.  I was a naïve kid.  It just might be that naiveté was more rampant then than 

now.  And a lot more comforting and rewarding. 

 

President Roosevelt said we would not go to war.  We did.  This came about after he 

had closed the banks, attempted to pack the Supreme Court with people more in tune 

with his wishes and dictated to the Congress and the people at large a number of so-

called social programs.  Some of these social plans worked in the short run, or seemed 

to.  My family did not experience any discernable impact from these programs, at least 

as far as I could detect.  The Deal may have been New, but its after-effects were 
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certainly suspect.  After the Supreme Court struck down the NRA and FDR’s attempt to 

expand and dictate to the Supreme Court failed, his vindictiveness knew no bounds and 

my family’s idolatry of this 4-term phenomenon lost a lot of its zeal.  This paragon’s feet 

were mired in more than clay – something more akin to quicksand. 

 

Listening on the radio to the presidential nominating conventions by the two leading 

political parties was a great joy for me.  The Democrat nominating conventions were so 

pre-determined in advance as to leave me bored and send me to an early bedtime.  

With more than one candidate in actual contention the Republican nominating 

conventions were exciting.  I have only vague recollection of listening to these programs 

in 1936, but by 1940 I was old enough to get into the spirit of the things.  For this and 

the next ones I kept tallies of the roll calls of the four dozen states on my Big Chief 

tablet.  I ruled columns on each page, each column headed by the name of a nominee.  

The names of the 48 states were listed in alphabetical order on the left.  As the speaker 

for each state yelled out the votes I recorded the numbers and kept what I thought was 

an approximate running total of each candidate in my head.  (Mother had taught me her 

peculiar system of keeping sums using a finger method, something I suppose that was 

akin to chisenbop.)  The convention speakers were hilarious.  After days of loud and 

boisterous meetings some of them had hoarse, whiskey voices on top of their regional 

dialects, so what they called out sounded like Thu Grape Stake uv . . . when in fact what 

they were saying was The Great State of _______ casts ____ votes for _____.  Of 

course each state was Great in the mind of each speaker whether I agreed or not.  And 

none of them cared what I thought.  I knew full well there was only one Great State and 
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that one was The Great State of Texas.  I was allowed to stay up a bit past my regular 

bedtime for the nominating conventions, since it was assumed to be part of my 

education and I was learning to be a participating citizen when I became old enough.  

When I reached that legal age of maturity, which was 21 before some misguided 

government officials decided that it should be lowered in order to attract assumed votes 

of teen-aged children, I registered to vote and paid the poll tax.  There was no election 

that year; however, thereafter I never missed voting in an election of any kind, a record 

of which I am quite proud.  The first national (presidential) election in which I was 

eligible to vote was on November 4, 1952 and I felt that I had truly become an adult and 

ready to take my place in a civic if not civil society.  Incidentally, that was the first, last 

and only election in which I voted a straight ticket.  If you guessed Democrat, you 

guessed correctly.  Afterwards, I became a thinking individual, fully capable of choosing 

among the various candidates and selecting the ones I thought best qualified to do the 

jobs, based on what I could learn of their backgrounds and intentions.  Those were the 

ones awarded my endorsement in the polling booth regardless of their party affiliation. 

Regrettably, in my years described as golden by those who have yet to reach them, I 

must admit to a tendency to vote for the candidates I consider the least onerous rather 

than ones in whom I have a deep and abiding admiration.  It is also thought that the 

golden years are defined by wisdom. 

 

While there were small flower beds around the back yard and on the sides of the house, 

the crowning glory of our house was the front yard.  There were crepe myrtle bushes, 

forsythia bushes, oleanders, lilacs and my Grandmother’s pride and joy, a large 
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gardenia bush.  In full bloom our house could be smelled from a block away and 

neighbors often called to request a blossom or two, which they took home and enjoyed 

until it turned brown and lost its scent.  Rose bushes abounded.  The rose became my 

favorite flower. There were beds of irises, called flags for some reason, and other 

bedding plants: zinnias, delphiniums, stock, tall and creeping phlox, larkspurs, 

nasturtiums, cosmos, moss roses galore, chrysanthemums, daisies and probably other 

flowers I have forgotten.  Each fall when the annuals went to seed, we gathered the 

seed for another year and to exchange with friends and neighbors.  There was a certain 

anticipation waiting to see what the next year’s planting would produce, since cross 

pollination and Natural Selection worked their magic on floral genes as well as on fauna 

ones.  This happened without invoking the specter of Charles Darwin.  Along the front 

street was a row of elm trees, their trunks washed white with lime each Spring.  At the 

time I suppose I thought this was for aesthetic purposes, though now I wonder if it was 

more a deterrent to Dutch Elm disease, about which I had no knowledge at the time. 

 

With money in short supply, we made our own fun and I recall one family activity that 

seemed popular for a time among Depression families – egg shell art!  At Easter time 

the eggs were dyed in a wide array of colors.  The shells were meticulously saved, dried 

and kept in glass jars according to color, including un-dyed white.  These fragments 

were often given or traded to other families, thereby providing greater variety of raw 

materials with which to work our creative magic.  The task of making art out of the egg 

shells involved carefully cutting or filing the tiny pieces of shell, usually 5 mm or so, 

which were then glued onto a backing with home-made flour-and-water paste into some 
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kind of pre-determined sketch.  The only tools involved were a nail file for rounding 

corners and a pair of tweezers.  The picture was most often of a vase of flowers and the 

result gave the impression of being a mosaic, though I am sure those ancient Persian 

artisans would have turned up their collective noses at our efforts.  The final picture was 

often shellacked or varnished to give it a glaze and preserve it.  Those were days that 

required as little financial expenditure as possible.  The egg shells did not go to waste.  I 

suppose today it might be thought of as recycling, something that ex-con woman would 

tout as a way of selling more magazines and making more money.  If she does, I hope 

she gives proper credit since it was not her idea in the first place. 

 

Vague memories are still with me about a strange weather condition called the Dust 

Bowl, though I was sure we didn’t live in a bowl but in a house.  A bowl to me was what 

the mashed potatoes were served in at dinner and out of which I ate my cereal each 

morning.   The term got even worse for me when it was explained to me that the Great 

Plains part of the country where the condition was at its worst was very flat and not bowl 

shaped at all.  Wouldn’t it have been better to call it a Dust Floor or Dust Platter or 

something else more descriptive than Bowl?  It seemed that parts of the country, 

especially those states north of Texas, whatever their names, were blowing away in 

high winds, all expecting to end up in the Pacific Ocean if they could make it over the 

Rocky Mountains, although from time to time the wind would blow in the opposite 

direction.  Some people thought that the soil was blowing away because the land had 

been stripped of plants and crops whose roots would have held the soil in place rather 

than allowing it to be bared to the ravages of high winds.  Rain was almost non-existent 
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and irrigation had yet to be developed.  Crops failed.  I heard my family talk about the 

terrible impact on the people, many of whom lost their livelihoods during the terrible 

1930s dust storms.  Our church gathered provisions to send to those people.  Where we 

lived in Texas the Dust Bowl did not seem as severe, probably because the surface of 

the ground was pretty well covered with growing things and maybe because we were at 

the outer edges of the so-called Bowl.  I was 12 or 13 when Mother brought home from 

the library a copy of a book about a fictional family from Oklahoma who tried to escape 

their poverty caused by the Dust Bowl by moving to California, only to become hardly 

more than indentured migrant laborers, something like out of the frying pan and into the 

fire.  After reading about the Joad family I decided I did not want that kind of life and I 

determined to do whatever was necessary to avoid it.  Books can certainly be a change 

agent.  That book also did not endear me to California and Californians. 

 

We made it through the Great Depression, though, and I learned a lot about many 

things.  With money very limited, we had to find other ways of survival.  Of course, food 

was critical in stretching the meager budget, so we grew as much as we could.  Since 

our house was situated on the corner of two large city lots, there was much space of 

very fertile black ground on which to grow crops and other edibles, as well as all those 

beautiful flowers.  I had no concept of zoning covenants at the time; but, they must have 

been greatly relaxed during the Depression to allow for home food production.  Then 

again, perhaps there weren’t any zoning covenants in those days. 
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We had fruit trees – peach, pear and apricot, several of each.  Every season we canned 

or dried the excess fruit, making some into preserves or jam.  Notice I said “we” as if I 

were a principal party to this endeavor, when actually the “we” means “my family.”  I 

loved Mama’s sweet pickled peaches studded with cloves, as well as her cobblers, 

which we had almost daily during the ripening season.  If there were excess fruit during 

a particularly good harvest, it was given to neighbors or friends.  Nothing went to waste.  

Grapes were made into jelly.  While we all liked grape juice, it was never made, lest it 

ferment and become wine, another form of dreaded liquor, and the family could not face 

the possibility of having alcohol on the property, however accidentally.  I got to help with 

the preserving as much as I could.  When I was old enough to wield a knife safely, I 

could help my grandmother and great-grandmother peal the fruit.  I could shell beans 

and peas for drying.  I could stand on a stool and stir a pot.  I could take out the pits and 

peels to the compost pile, a chore I suspected at the time to be beneath me.  Even at 

that early age when I pondered upon a life’s vocation I had decided garbage collection 

was not for me.  The vegetable garden yielded peas, beans, beets, carrots, onions, 

asparagus, corn, spinach, turnips, lettuce, tomatoes, radishes, cucumbers, squash and 

other crops.  There was always room in the garden for cantaloupe and watermelon 

vines.  We tried growing potatoes once, but they didn’t seem to grow well in that part of 

Texas.  Since we were growing and eating our own garden fresh vegetables, I suppose 

we could have been considered locavores, although that term would not be invented for 

many decades.  One year I nagged for peanuts, but was told there was no extra room 

for such non-essential plants.  We did not grow Bell peppers or any other members of 

the pepper family, since none of us cared much for them, although out of good manners 
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we accepted a few when offered by neighbors with whom we reciprocated by giving 

them produce from our garden.  I recall rare occasions when we had stuffed green Bell 

peppers at dinner, since food was not to be wasted, even the gift variety.  Vegetables 

that lent themselves to preserving were canned in glass Mason jars.  The various beans 

and peas were dried, thereby saving glass jars for other things.  There weren’t many 

herbs in the garden, but the sage and rosemary bushes were always available for 

snipping, as was that delightful but invasive herb called mint.  

 

  The large cut glass bowl on the 

sideboard always was filled with fruit in season.  I still use it. 

 

I hated weeding the garden.  When I was old enough to handle a hoe, I was expected to 

“do my share” to keep the weeds under control.  It usually required an overseer to keep 

me at it.  When I could pretty much distinguish one vegetable from another by name, I 

would be sent out by Mama to “get a mess of green beans” or whatever.  (A mess 

seemed to be enough for dinner for the five of us.)  Until I had mastered the concept of 

quantity, sometimes I brought in too much or had to go back for more.  There were a 
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few times when I came back with the wrong vegetable.  On those evenings, the menu 

had a last minute change.  Food was not to be wasted.  I often heard “Waste not, want 

not.”  That went right along with “Eat everything on your plate.”  I was told about the 

starving Armenians as a way of getting me to waste not, want not, in other words I was 

to eat everything on my plate.  I tried to think who the Armenians were.  I knew our 

neighbors: the Steadmans, the Knights, the Stringers, the Atwells, the Mitchells, the 

Cathcarts, the Kimbros and the Clarks.  There didn’t seem to be anyone named 

Armenian among them.  Nor were any of the kids I knew at church or at school named 

Armenian.  Since I did not know any Armenians, this story did not impress me much.  

Then it struck me.  When I was hungry, not exactly starving but close enough, my 

stomach made curious rumbling noises.  That must be where the Armenians were.  The 

Armenians must be some sort of internal organ like the liver that I had heard about.  So, 

the admonition had the desired effect and I “cleaned my plate” in order to keep the 

Armenians in my stomach from starving.  I still had a lot to learn about geography . . . 

and anatomy. 

 

I made friends with the chickens, rabbits and pigeons, all of which we reared for food.  

This was long before I got around to reading Gerald Durrell on the subject of animals.  I 

loved feeding the animals, playing with them and collecting the eggs.  I didn’t break 

many.  Every spring we received big boxes of baby chicks from the Keller hatchery.  

Because it was still too chilly to put them outside to fend for themselves the chicks were 

kept on the enclosed back porch in their boxes under electric lights which provided 

warmth.  As they grew, they were moved to the “hen house” and the fenced-in part of 
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the back part of the adjoining empty lot.  Oh, yes, they were all hens.  Roosters didn’t 

lay the eggs we needed and when “that time” came for the pot, the oven or the skillet, 

hens were the preferred meal.  Roosters were tougher than hens and less tasty.  All of 

the previous year’s flock had been eaten by the time the new arrivals reached fryer age, 

so none of them were allowed to grow “old.”  Old fowl were the birds of choice for 

making a delicious dish called coq au vin, but that entrée of chicken, tiny caramelized 

onions and bacon never appeared on our menu since it was cooked in that forbidden 

liquor – wine – which tenderized the old birds and added flavor.  

 

The chickens of choice were White Leghorns.  They were good layers and nice 

chickens to be around, as chickens go.  Along with the live animals I had another pet 

that wasn’t.  It was a white cat.  To be truthful, it wasn’t really mine . . . and it wasn’t 

alive.  In 1890 my Grandfather had given my Grandmother for her birthday in January of 

that year a somewhat elaborately designed oblong covered milk-glass candy dish.  

Actually, I suppose its contents were not restricted to candy and one could put into it 

anything one wanted.  The option was never mine.  The lid of that dish featured a 

recumbent white cat.  I loved that cat, though for the most part I was only allowed to 

worship it from afar.  Rarely was I allowed to stroke it with my tiny hand, touching it 

lightly, while someone else held the dish so that it would not be broken.  It was kept on 

a high shelf safely out of my reach.  Today, it resides in my étagère and I can pet it 

whenever I want. 
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  I can pet it anytime I wish. 

 

One year I begged for a chicken of my very own.  I wanted something different from the 

White Leghorns.  Let to the catalogue, I searched the pictures and settled on a Buff 

Orpington.   It arrived in a box with the 200 White Leghorn chicks, a light tan hen type.  

Appropriately named “Buffy,” she became my pet, along with Boots, my white-footed 

brown fox terrier. (I was not very creative in naming my pets.)  She followed me around, 

clucking in conversation I did not understand.  But then, I suppose she didn’t 

understand a word I said either.  Neither of us was bilingual.  Imagine a little kid trailing 

a chicken and a dog, all of whom got alone very well.  I did not agree with E. B. White’s 

conclusion: “I don’t know which is more discouraging, literature or chickens.”  Since 

Buffy was bigger than the Leghorns, I think she must have considered herself queen of 

the roost, strutting around the hen yard with her head held high.  At least that is what I 

surmised as I enjoyed this made up hen yard fantasy. 

 

Occasionally, the shipment of chicks would contain a cockerel by mistake.  One year as 

one of these mistakes grew up to become a rooster it decided it didn’t like me.  Actually, 
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I returned the favor, as I supposed that foul fowl might have guessed.  Perhaps when it 

saw me petting my favorite hen it was jealous of my fondness for Buffy.  Anyway, with 

its spurs flashing it took to attacking me at the least provocation when I was in the hen 

yard.  I would run out of the chicken yard yelling my lungs out.  I put a stop to that with a 

2” x 4”.  That groggy rooster got the message and left me alone after that, until it was 

his time for the oven.  I guess it remembered that lambasting and decided it didn’t want 

to risk another.  I never mentioned this animal brutality to anyone, lest the SPCA take 

me away to some unknown but heinous fate.  Since it didn’t seem to be able to speak 

English, the rooster couldn’t turn me in to the authorities.  Sometimes there are 

advantages to not being bilingual. 

 

It was a sad day in my young life when Buffy’s time came for the pot.  I couldn’t bring 

myself to eat any, but the accompanying dumplings were delicious.  No way was I ever 

involved in dispatching any of the chickens.  That task fell to my Grandmother or 

Grandfather.  Papa preferred the hatchet; Mama was a master at wringing the neck.  

When it befell her fate to discipline me for some transgression I had committed, she 

made certain that I understood that if I didn’t behave she would “wring my neck.”  

Remembering the chickens flopping around in their death throes, I shaped up real fast.  

Another one of my Grandmother’s benedictions on my errant behavior was to threaten 

to beat me “within an inch of your life.”  It was a long time before I understood that this 

had nothing to do with distance, but I amended my ways just the same for fear I might 

find out what measurement she had in mind.  She had another threat that kept me in 

line when she said she’d slap me “into the middle of next week.”  Giving it a very brief 
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thought, I concluded that was a mode of time travel I was unwilling to explore at the 

moment.  At chicken killing time my job was to keep the cauldron of water boiling, into 

which the fowl carcass was baptized, thereby making plucking the feathers easier, I 

suppose.  I couldn’t watch the killing and I couldn’t watch the disemboweling of these 

creatures I had called my playmates.  Somehow this whole operation smacked of 

cannibalism or at least close enough.  Incidentally, the feathers were kept, dried, sorted 

and used to stuff pillows and that bane of my early existence, the feather bed 

(mattress). 

 

I loved the rabbits and it took a lot of persuasion to convince me of their food value.  To 

me they were just fluffy, white bunnies.  They were pets, my pets.  The nice thing about 

raising rabbits is their frequency of reproducing.  That was good for the table, but less 

so for me who only wanted them for their pet value.  I named them all, of course, as I 

had not the chickens.  Except for Buffy, there were simply too many of them and I 

couldn’t tell one from another.  They all seemed to have similar personalities, so there 

was no distinguishing among them.  Somehow, thanks to the Dutch oven, the rabbit 

population was kept manageable.  (Incidentally, I still have that very old Dutch oven, 

which is used frequently.)  One day I tried to do my bit for freedom by liberating some of 

the rabbits from their hutches; however, my good deed was detected and they were 

caught before they got out of the yard and I got the fly-swatter, my Mother’s weapon of 

choice when it came time for punishment. 
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  The old Dutch Oven still in use. 

 

We tried raising white pigeons at one time, for a year or two.  It did not go well.  They 

seemed to eat more in chicken chow than they were worth in meat value.  I didn’t get 

too attached to these birds.  They were pretty enough and their coo was quite 

consoling, though monotonous and I was convinced they should have taken some 

music lessons from other birds which had much more entertaining repertoires, 

especially from the mocking bird, the official Texas state bird.  That was about it.  By the 

time they were fed, slaughtered and cooked, there wasn’t much to them.  So, after a 

couple of years of this experiment I was allowed to liberate them and they flew away.  I 

slept well that night.  I wondered where they went? 

 

Like most young boys, I thought most living creatures of a zoological persuasion could 

be turned into pets like my dog, my cat, my chicken, the rabbits and the pigeons.  So, 

when I chanced upon a horned frog, which we erroneously called horny toads, it 

seemed only reasonable that it, too, could be tamed.  Though it appeared the only thing 

the horned frog wanted to do was sit in an ant hill – preferably one of the tastier red ants 
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– and lick up unsuspecting ants which it seemed to swallow whole and alive, all the 

while glaring at me with those bulging eyes.  It is a food chain thing.  The red ants did 

not seem to bite the horned frogs; however, they didn’t mind in the least stinging me.  

Horned frogs are ugly and rather nasty tempered critters, but that didn’t dissuade me 

from attempting to leash it with a length of string.  I suppose I thought it might be trained 

to follow me around the way Boots did when I put the leash around his fox terrier neck 

and went for a walk.  Think again!  Horned frogs are obstreperous and incapable of 

being trained.  Having failed in my attempts to domesticate this vile thing, it soon lost its 

appeal for me and I am sure it was delighted when I left it alone to go back to flicking its 

tongue for ants, doing its best to eradicate them from the earth.  At least the other 

animals seemed to appreciate me.  Or so I told myself. 

 

Periodically on Saturday afternoons Mother stopped at Bewley Mills on her way home 

from work.  (In those days the typical work week was five and a half days, 44 hours.)  

She came home with a 50 pound sack of white flour, a smaller sack of whole wheat 

flour and a 25 pound sack of something called cracked wheat.  Mama made bread and 

hot rolls every day and I still retain in my memory the aroma of her baking bread that 

pervaded the house.  The cracked wheat was cooked into hot cereal for breakfast.  I 

loved it.  I preferred mine with a bit of sugar from the cut glass sugar bowl.  The rest of 

the family chose a splash of cream from the large cut glass pitcher that was kept in the 

cooler.  
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  I still have the old cut glass sugar bowl . . . 

  And the old cut glass cream pitcher. 

 

Another choice delicacy I cherished was the Fleischman’s yeast that Mama used to 

make bread dough.  There was always a large supply of yeast cakes on hand and once 

in a while I was allowed to have one to eat by its self.  I know it sounds yucky, but I 

loved that yeasty taste. 
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  The old Larkin 2300C grinder 

 

By the end of summer most of the garden vegetables had stopped producing and it was 

time to “turn under” the dead or dying plants to become compost for nourishing the next 

year’s crop.  Before the expected first killing frost the green tomatoes were picked.  The 

onions were dug, some dried for future use and others taken to the kitchen.  The green 

tomatoes, some onions and a bit of cabbage were run through the old Larkin food 

grinder.  I don’t remember the proportions of each, but I do recall being allowed to turn 

the crank of the grinder which I thought was great fun, at least for a time before it turned 

into nothing more than work.  The resulting mash was mixed with spices, vinegar and 

sugar and the mixture was cooked before being “put up” in pint jars, sealed and 

sterilized.  This was a relish called chow-chow.  I know it sounds like two dogs, but it 

was a very tasty condiment which we enjoyed throughout the winter. 

 

While I loved my grandmother’s cooking all year around, my favorite season was in the 

Fall leading up to Christmas.  It started just after all the fruits and vegetables had been 

“put up” and began with the fruit cake, usually a variety of fruit cakes baked periodically 
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over a period of several days and weeks.  After dinner Mama would announce that the 

next day she would make fruit cake, so we all sat around listening to the radio and 

shelling nuts – pecans, walnuts, almonds, peanuts and filberts.  Once in a while we 

shelled that most difficult one, the Brazil nut, called “nigger toes” in those days before 

political correctness was foisted upon us and certain perfectly good words could only be 

used in a society of initiates.  Nut shelling went on periodically throughout the season of 

cake baking, cookie making and candying.  Out again came the old hand-cranked 

grinder to make mince-meat for pies and to prepare other ingredients for fruit cakes.  (I 

don’t use this old kitchen tool any more, preferring the grinder attachment for my 

KitchenAid stand mixer.  I’m lazy.)  Sometimes I got to help with the baking, especially 

when it came to decorating cookies and slathering icing on cakes, after which I got to 

lick the bowl and the icing spatula.  The pantry filled up with various kinds of cakes, 

cookies, fudge, divinity, and peanut brittle, though by the time Christmas arrived the 

quantity had diminished day by day.  Some of these goodies were given to friends who 

responded likewise, though I tended to like Mama’s products better. 

 

  The old family nut crackers and nut pick, 

which I still use when a friend brings me pecans from his pecan orchard. 
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The flour we used came in large cotton sacks, occasionally white, but usually in some 

printed pattern ranging from attractive to ugly.  Wasting nothing, the cotton sacks found 

other uses when emptied, laundered and pressed.  The white ones were re-formed into 

handkerchiefs.  When properly hemmed, ironed and folded, they found their way into 

my right back pocket, an accessory without which no self-respecting schoolboy would 

have been without.  The prettier patterned sacks were formed into napkins for use 

during the week, the good linen napkins being reserved for Sundays, holidays and 

special occasions.  Some sack material became “cup towels” for drying all dishes, not 

just cups.  Electric dishwashers were in the future.  The remaining ones were turned 

into quilting squares or cleaning cloths.  None went to waste.  Remember waste not, 

want not! 

 

From the time I could handle them, I had chores to do each day.  At first they were very 

simple ones that were not beyond my ability.  As I aged, the chores became more 

complex.  One of the first ones assigned to me was to take the milk bottles to the front 

porch early each morning.  The number and size of the bottles told the Borden delivery 

man how much he was to leave for us.  Then it befell me to carefully bring the bottles 

into the house and put them into the ice box.  Not risking dropping and breaking one, it 

took several trips as I brought them in one by one.  I hated that ice box since another of 

my chores was to periodically empty the drip pan, which usually required my being 

sternly reminded.  I was convinced it leaked water just to cause me irritation.  When we 

got our first electric refrigerator, a Frigidaire, I felt like those liberated pigeons.  It was a 

blessing and I gave up empting the drip pan forever.  We even learned to make ice 
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cream in the freezer trays, an infrequent but delightful treat  The ice cream was a lot 

tastier than that slush made in winter from snow, sugar and vanilla extract.  And don’t 

ever try making chocolate snow ice cream.   Hershey’s chocolate syrup is one of the 

great inventions of mankind, but poured over a mound of snow is not an experiment to 

be replicated.  All it did was ruin both the chocolate syrup and the snow.   I did miss one 

aspect of the old ice box.  When the ice man came by each morning, he looked into the 

front window at a square cardboard sign to determine how much ice we needed.  

Depending on which side of the sign was up, it told him the amount we wanted.  After 

chipping away at a huge block of ice, the ice man always gave me the chippings in my 

little cup, over which my Grandmother poured a few drops of vanilla or some other 

flavoring.  I had my own snow-cone, especially welcome in those hot Texas summers. 

 

Since we grew so many of our fruits, vegetables and protein, we spent little money at 

the grocery store.  On Saturday mornings on her way to work my Mother dropped off 

the shopping list at our grocery store of choice.  Later in the morning, the delivery boy 

came to the house with the order.  A tab was run and at the end of the month Mother 

stopped by the store to “settle up.”  Rarely was a special run made to the store during 

the week to get something that was absolutely necessary, but which had been left off 

the shopping list.  When I was old enough, I got to run these errands on my bicycle and 

Mr. Byrd usually rewarded me for saving him the expense of delivery with a small candy 

of some kind.  It became our secret, since my sugar consumption was closely watched 

and guarded.  That had something to do with my teeth falling out; but, since no date 

was predicted for this event and, ever the optimist, I savored the candy and thought no 
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more about my dentition.  Further, I gave no thought to telling Mother about the candy 

treat.  On this matter her ignorance was my bliss. 

 

My grandparents had friends in the country outside of town, who kept a cow.  The cow 

produced more milk than the owners could use.  Having never been around bovines I 

had no idea how it did that.  Some of the milk was converted into butter and buttermilk.  

I didn’t understand that process either.  An exchange was negotiated and periodically 

we drove out to the farm to trade our excess eggs for their excess butter and buttermilk.  

Since they had what appeared to be a small farm, actually not more than an acre but to 

a small child it seemed large, I wondered why they didn’t keep chickens along with the 

cow, but mine was not to question why.  It was their business.  We all loved real butter, 

but I was the only one in the family who hated buttermilk.  It’s great to cook with, but 

awful to drink.  Arranging meeting times for the barter of eggs for butter became much 

easier when we got our first telephone, the number of which I still remember – 1269.  

We were fortunate.  It was not even a party line.  Needless to say, I was not allowed to 

use it or even touch it, which would have required a ladder for me to climb up, since that 

big, oak box was mounted high up on the wall in the dining room at a standing adult’s 

mouth level way out of my reach. 

 

Why the telephone was installed in the dining room is beyond me; perhaps it had 

something to do with the wiring.  The mouth piece stuck out of the wooden box and the 

ear piece hung on a rack on the left side.  When the ear piece was taken off the hook, it 

was necessary to “jiggle” the hook up and down to attract the attention of somebody 
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somewhere called Central or Operator, who acted as an intercessor between both 

parties on the call.  I don’t know why she – always a female – was called Central, 

perhaps it was because she was “in the middle” of the call between parties.  On some 

unknown schedule we received a slim booklet of a few pages, called a Directory, in 

which were listed the names and telephone numbers of subscribers.  Of course, if the 

Directory had been misplaced or the name of somebody was not in it, one just asked 

Central to speak to that person and somehow she connected you to the correct party.  I 

guess she had a copy of the Directory which she used to look up the number.  

Sometimes there would be no answer and Central would say “Would you like me to try 

again later and connect you?”  She always did and there was no additional charge for 

this service.  There was no such thing as what today I think of as “call rudeness,” but 

which the telephone company prefers to think of as “call waiting,” although Central could 

interrupt a call in case of an emergency.  She was always very careful to insure that the 

so-called emergency was genuine.  Things were simpler then before the invention of 

that damnable menu that we have to peck our way through today just to get a human 

being to talk to by which time anger and blood pressure have both risen to volcanic 

heights.  It has happened that by the time an actual human being is speaking, the caller 

might have forgotten the reason for the call. 

 

The telephone was not for chit-chat.  It was not a social toy.  It was only meant to be 

used for “important” calls.  How it was determined what was important was something 

not explained to me and I don’t suppose I ever asked.  As I grew older and understood 

some things better, I wondered why it wasn’t used more, since the monthly $1.00 
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charge was for unlimited use.  It goes without saying that since it rang so seldom, when 

it did ring everyone expected the worst of bad news – like a telegram -- and were 

relieved when the call turned out to be something else, even a wrong number.  Placing 

a call to someone in another town – called Long Distance – was an interesting 

adventure that was rarely pursued.  Long Distance was another woman, not the same 

person as Central.  What happened after one told Long Distance to whom one wanted 

to speak and where that person lived was another mystery.  This took quite a long time 

to accomplish, often hours.  These calls incurred extra charges and were kept to an 

absolute minimum amount of time and were usually reserved for death notifications. 

 

Being an only child is alternately a curse and a blessing.  Among the latter was the fact 

that I was never the recipient of hand-me-downs.  My clothes, such as they were, were 

always mine from the start.  Ultimately, I had three sets; school clothes, play clothes 

and Sunday-go-to-meetin’ clothes.  Play clothes usually had been school clothes in 

earlier days.  Keeping a growing boy clothed was not an easy or economical task; so, 

there was not a wide variety of any of the three types.  Actually, my Sunday wardrobe 

consisted of one dressy suit, one white shirt and one tie for each of the two major 

seasons: summer and winter.  I didn’t feel out of place, since all the other kids were 

similarly provisioned.  

 

At my house we did not “dress for dinner” in the traditional left-over Victorian 

understanding of that phrase.  There were no tuxedos or evening gowns at the dinner 

table, since my family owned none of these.  I err slightly; my Grandmother did own one 
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evening gown, white, which she reserved for her Eastern Star occasions, whatever they 

were.  I was repeatedly told that whatever Eastern Star did was none of my business 

and I soon stopped trying to find out.  Pretty much the same applied to Papa’s Masonic 

doings.  Had my family worn such formal raiment at dinner it would have been too much 

like “putting on the dog,” an expression that made no sense to me, since my dog Boots 

never wore anything but the fur in which he came equipped.  I knew that the expression 

meant “putting on airs.”  However, there was an attempt to present ourselves in a better 

light at table.  Papa put on a tie.  Mama shed her apron, went to her bedroom and 

exchanged the house dress she had worn all day for a nicer one that was freshly 

washed and ironed.  Grandma came to table in a better than usual dress.  Mother had 

dinner in the same outfit she had worn to work that day, including high heels.  

Afterward, she changed into something “more comfortable.”  Ladies did not wear 

trousers, only men did.  My play clothes were exchanged for some “better” and fresher 

school clothes, though I did not have to wear a tie and my shoes were not checked for 

shine. 

 

School clothes were usually purchased at whatever store was having a sale.  

Sometimes shirts were made by Mama or Grandma, experts at Isaac Singer’s treadle 

sewing machine, since Mother had no interest in sewing even if she had the time.  For 

Sunday wear we went to a very special department store twice a year to get me kitted 

up.  There must have been a suspicion on somebody’s part that God did not want to 

find me in church dressed in anything but the best.  In the unlikely event I have an 

opportunity to discuss this with Him, I will expect an explanation and I think I know what 
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He will say.  In time for Easter Sunday the objective was to get me fitted for my white 

Palm Beach summer suit.  Little boys did not have to wait until after Memorial Day to 

wear white.  In the Fall there was a navy blue suit to be had for winter Sundays.  On the 

appointed Saturday afternoons Mother took me in tow and away we went to the Boys 

Department, where we were greeted by Mr. Henry.  After the usual greetings Mr. Henry 

called to an older boy, a kind of go-fer, and told him to “go find Mr. Stanley and tell him 

that Miss Grace is here.”  Since I was a child I was not worth mentioning.  Charles left 

on his errand while Mother and Mr. Henry conferred on what was to be done with me.  

Since they had gone through these instructions twice a year for several years, I saw no 

reason to repeat the catechism.  It was a ritual in which they both indulged and which 

both seemed to enjoy a lot more than I did. 

 

It went something like this.  Since I had outgrown the suit from the previous season, 

summer or winter as the case may have been, it was time for a replacement.  The 

choice was to be white or navy blue, depending on the time of year.  Evidently those 

were the only color choices for boy’s suits or at least the only options for me.   It was to 

be somewhat too big for me, since by mid-season it would be just right and toward the 

end of the season the sleeves and pants (legs and waist) could be let out to 

accommodate my growing frame.  With these negotiations over Charles had returned 

with the message that Mr. Stanley wished to meet Mother in the coffee shop and I was 

abandoned to Mr. Henry’s care.  I could only assume that the coffee shop invitation 

extended to me when I was done with. 

 



 47 

With Mr. Henry’s trusted guidance I would be allowed to exercise some judgment in 

selecting the particular suit, white shirt and tie.  I think I was not thrilled with this 

freedom until I learned that suits came in somewhat different cuts and fabrics.  But, a 

white dress shirt was a white dress shirt, wasn’t it?  Oh, the materials were almost 

imperceptibly different.  It was the tie that gave me the most opportunity to exercise my 

taste.  I spent a great deal of time looking at every one in stock before I settled on my 

choice.  Sometimes Mr. Henry exercised his veto privilege, sometimes he approved. 

 

At one time Mr. Henry despaired of those silly clip-on ties and decided it was time for 

me to learn to make do with the four-in-hand variety.  I was growing up and it was time 

to leave those clip-ons behind.  He showed me how to tie the tie and we repeated the 

procedure over and over.  I was instructed to practice this routine frequently so as not to 

forget how it was done.  When I got home and proudly displayed my new skill to Mama, 

Papa and Grandma, it did not go well.  I got through the demonstration okay, but Papa 

did not like what he called the “knot.”  So, undoing all my handiwork, he showed me his 

preferred way to tie a tie, which was in something called a “double Windsor knot.”  

Something clicked in my head and I expressed my wonderment over naming a knot 

after a silly king who gave up his kingdom for a Baltimore floozy.  (The explanation I 

received was not satisfactory.  Neither was the chastisement I received for my irreverent 

language, though I had learned that word from Mother, which is how she referred to one 

of the women in her office.)  Even today many years later I still tie my neckties with a 

double Windsor knot.  Some things just stick with you, including my appraisal of the 

king’s decisions. 
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Choices made and the suit jacket and pants measured for alterations, Mr. Henry set out 

to deliver me to the coffee shop, as if I couldn’t have found my way there by myself 

having done so many times before.  But I was “in his care” and he intended to carry out 

his responsibility.  His choice was always the grand staircase.  Mine was always the 

elevator.  We played our little game, seeming to argue, when in fact both of us enjoyed 

this little indulgence.  I always won.  But I always lost when I demanded to be able to 

turn the crank that operated the elevator.  The elevator operator maintained that it was 

his exclusive jurisdiction – he might have been a union flunky for all I knew -- and never 

to be touched by a little boy who could not possibly comprehend the complexities and 

nuances of elevator management.  Years later I came to agree with my family that 

people who were industrious, intelligent and well-motivated had no need to waste their 

time and good money on labor union membership and the others were being sucked out 

of their monthly dues by a small group of hustlers who know a good pigeon when they 

see one.  All was forgotten when I arrived at table to find a cup of hot chocolate with 

marshmallow and half of Mother’s pecan roll, compliments of Mr. Stanley.  I announced 

to both that the outfitting of me had gone well and Mr. Henry confirmed my assessment 

before departing with a courtesy bow to Mother and returning to his department. 

 

It appeared Mr. Stanley and Mother had known each other for a long time.  It seemed to 

me a strange friendship, but that did not impede my enjoying the pecan roll.  He did not 

go to our church, which to my young and naïve mind I thought was a prerequisite for 

making associations; in fact, he did not go to church at all.  He attended something 

called Temple.  Whatever that was, it did not appear to be Methodist.  It seemed 
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possible that even non-Methodists were worth knowing and I accepted this fact, though 

not understanding it.  Mr. Stanley was always nice to me and I returned the favor, lest I 

be severely reprimanded for neglecting my manners.  Besides, who was I to cast 

jeopardy on hot chocolate with marshmallow. 

 

I digress here a bit to explain that where I was concerned there seemed to be a rather 

strict code regarding how I was to address adults.  I was not the only one to whom this 

applied.  It included all children.  All adults were to be addressed by their sir names 

only, always prefaced by Mr., Mrs., or Miss as their circumstance dictated.  I was never 

allowed to call an elder by his or her given name.  This is not entirely accurate.  I was 

given permission on occasion to address a certain few people by their first name but 

always preceded by Mr. or Miss, for example, Mr. Henry, Mr. Stanley, etc.  This 

explained why my Mother seemed to be called Miss Grace by everyone.  The 

contradiction between Miss and Mrs. baffled me.  Even my grandmother, who had been 

married for 50 years, was still called Miss Martha.  Maybe it was just a Texas twang way 

of saying Mrs. that came out sounding like Miss.  Or maybe it was just a courtesy title 

left over from some long ago time, a kind of habit that was hard to break even for truth’s 

sake. 

 

For whatever reason in the mind of the builder – perhaps it had not been meant to be a 

bedroom -- my bedroom had not been provided with a closet.  One of the huge pieces 

of furniture in the room was called a chiffarobe, a kind of chiffonier with a built-in closet 

on one side.  I’m sure my two suits and two dress shirts must have felt a bit lonely as 
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the only hanging garments in that space.  On the other side of the chiffarobe, the 

drawers contained with space to spare my other clothing.  Outgrown clothes were 

usually worn out as well and spent their last days either as cleaning rags or were cut up 

into quilting squares.  There was no younger brother to benefit from, or be cursed by, 

handed down stuff.  Out-grown clothing and shoes that still had utility found their way to 

the church’s rummage sales. 

 

Shoes were another problem.  Feet seemed to grow as rapidly on a young boy as the 

rest of him.  Until I was in high school I never wore out a pair of shoes before they 

became too small for me.  I loved going to the shoe store to buy new shoes.  Actually, I 

couldn’t have cared less about the shoes themselves.  But I delighted over that 

machine, the one where you stuck your newly shod foot into a slot.  Looking down into 

the innards of the machine you could see your foot inside the shoe.  I loved seeing my 

wiggling toes in that machine.  Of course, its objective was to see if the shoe fit.  The 

shoes were always a bit too big so I would grow into them before the week was out. 

 

Because of their limited quantity, clothes were to be well cared for, always kept clean 

and pressed.  Shoes must be regularly polished; it was good for the leather and helped 

to keep them dry in rainy weather.  I was impressed with the need to do my best to 

avoid rips, tears, scuffs or other damage to clothes and shoes.  Early on I learned how 

to polish my shoes myself, but try as I might the occasional rip materialized in some 

shirt or pair of short pants.  I had a tendency to blame this on my growing size thereby 

causing bursting seams.   When I got to the long pants stage, the knees became a 
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problem and they often were a matter of chastisement for me.  Try as he might, a boy 

can’t keep off his knees.  How does one play marbles without knees touching the 

ground?  And a wrestling match is impossible while trying to keep the knees in the air, 

unless one is losing the match.  I did not prefer this. 

 

Just as I outgrew my clothes, I soon outgrew other things, notions, beliefs and 

behaviors.  The commencing of World War II began bringing the Great Depression to a 

close and by the time I had graduated from high school after 11 years in the public 

school system and was entering the university, those depressing days were behind us, 

though at the time I could never have imagined I would ever look back and treasure the 

lessons it taught me that would stand me in good stead for the rest of my life.  A young 

kid lives in the present and expects everything to be exhilarating, upbeat, thrilling and 

more importantly fun – the ups!  Real life certainly contains these times, but also is 

balanced with down times and events that are not exhilarating, thrilling or fun.  My 

childhood was as sheltered from the ravages of the down times as was possible and I 

know that Mother and my Grandparents often deprived themselves for my benefit.   I 

could not have imagined that one of the greatest down times for this country, the Great 

Depression, would have been a good lesson for me against which I could eventually 

measure the future up times.  Life certainly has a curious way of teaching its lessons. 



 52 

 

THE FLY SWATTER & OTHER LESSONS 

Of all the animals, the boy is the most unmanageable. 

--Plato 

 

I’ll get to the fly swatter later . . .  or rather it’ll get to me.  First, I had to master some of 

life’s rudiments, like walking, talking, grabbing at things, kicking, feeding myself, 

throwing tantrums, rolling over and whining.  I found no satisfaction in rolling over, a 

dog-like behavior that none of the larger anthropoids around me seemed to favor, so I 

soon discarded that skill from my meager catalog of accomplishments.  There was so 

much for a kid to learn, including which to keep and which to render as obsolete.  These 

skills seemed to come rather easily.  Crying was the first skill I had mastered and it was 

one of the first that I discarded after it appeared not to work much longer than absolutely 

necessary, though it was always kept at the ready in case it was needed, usually as a 

last result.  Along the way I was taught the proper way to hold a knife, fork and spoon, 

how to properly cut my food and the fact that I should keep my mouth shut while 

chewing.  I learned how to brush my teeth and how to wield a comb to my hair.  I 

learned how to tie my shoe laces and button my shirt.  Mastering the zipper would have 

to wait a few years.  The sequence in which the other skills were learned is rather vague 

in memory and I suspect most of them were not sequential but coincidental.  I have tried 

to forget how I learned to privately take care of my bodily functions in the bathroom, 

although before this happened I recall when a difficulty arose there was something 
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about a “little engine that could” that was meant to be of assistance in getting the job 

done.  Perhaps it is best to leave this alone and just say that sometime along the way I 

picked up whatever skill I needed to know and to be able to do at the time – probably by 

that time-old method of trial and error.  I never cared much for the latter; so, I can 

probably be described as a fast learner, though I didn’t think of myself as precocious, a 

word not yet in my vocabulary. 

 

Members of my family were avid readers.  Reading is what one does to increase 

ignorance or at least the perception of ignorance – the more one reads the more one 

realizes there is so much more to learn.  I have no recollection of being read to while in 

the womb, though I must have been.  I do, however, remember the many evenings after 

dinner when one of the adults entertained us all with reading aloud from some book.  

Years later I would recognize these as “great books” of literature.  Sometimes the 

readings were from the Christian Bible or the Doctrines & Discipline of The Methodist 

Church, neither qualified in my mind as great literature and some of the stories in the 

Old and New Testaments were beyond ludicrous.  Since I have little recollection of what 

was being read, I suppose the cadences must have lulled me to sleep.  I slept a lot 

during my earliest years, there being nothing else of which I was capable of doing with 

myself.  One comes into this world so ill equipped with skills. 

 

From my earliest days after I had learned to sit up, walk and comprehend the simplest 

of commands, one of the first words I took to heart was the word “proper.”  It seems I 

was in for it.  I was to learn the “proper” ways of doing things, the “proper” expressions 
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to use, the “proper” manners, the “proper” this and the “proper” that.  I got so sick of 

hearing about “proper” that I behaved and performed “properly” just so I wouldn’t have 

to hear the word any more or suffer the consequences of not doing something properly. 

 

“Good manners” was a constant theme in my growing up years, something that seems 

to be forgotten in today’s society.  It might have started when it was thought that the 

time had come for me to give up sucking for nourishment and accept the spoonful of 

something thrust toward my mouth.  I was not born with a silver spoon in my mouth, 

another of those phrases in the English language that means something besides what it 

says.  So the spoon used to feed me was undoubtedly silver plated.  With enough of 

that the time came when it was decided I had best learn to feed myself.  By that time I 

had learned to grow teeth, so “solid food” was assumed to be the reason.  Good table 

manners required a lot of training: sit up straight, don’t put your elbows on the table, 

don’t pick your nose at dinner, don’t bang the utensils on the table, cover your mouth 

when you cough or sneeze, say please when you wanted something passed and thank 

you when it was accomplished, don’t salt your food until after you taste it and find out if 

it really needs more, use your napkin properly, it goes on and on and on.  Then there 

was the matter of the utensils and the use of each.  Some were placed to the right side 

of the plate and some were put to the left.  There was a special order as to which were 

nearest the plate and which farther away.  On special occasions more utensils were 

placed “above” the plate.  I had to learn which was which and the why of the rather 

strange disposition.  First, there came instruction on how to hold each one properly.  

The knife was not a hand saw, though it seemed to me to serve the same purpose.  It 
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was to be used in the principal hand.  Since I seemed to be right-handed, I should hold 

the knife in my right hand.  When done cutting my food, it was to be properly placed in 

the correct position on the plate before the fork, previously held in the left hand, was 

transferred to the right hand.  There was a proper way to affect the “hand off.”  The used 

knife was never to be placed on the table cloth in the location it originally occupied or 

anywhere else.  The fork was not a screw-driver and must never be held “over-handed,” 

always under-handed.  The same applied to spoons.  To compound all this was the fact 

that there would be more than one of each utensil.  There was a dinner fork and a salad 

fork, perhaps even a dessert fork if that day’s dessert required one.  On the rarest of 

occasions there might be a cocktail fork.  There was a tea spoon, a dessert spoon, an 

iced tea spoon and a soup spoon.  There might be a steak knife or a fish knife along 

with the regular dinner knife.  Every one of these pieces seemed to come with a proper 

way of holding it and using it.  Lest you have not already guessed, it took quite a bit of 

repeated instruction and a great deal of practice before I passed the test for their proper 

use.   

 

Proper handling of the utensils was not all.  I had to learn the proper way to eat.  Had I 

thought about it I suppose I might have though this sort of thing was instinctual.  

Evidently to Mother there was more to it than this.  First, eating was to be done as 

noiselessly as possible and always with the mouth closed.  Never talk with a full mouth, 

or with a half-full mouth either.  Then there were certain rules that applied to certain 

foods.  There was a right way and a wrong way to eat soup, never emitting even the 

slightest slurping sound, the bowl tilted just so when needed and the spoon at a proper 
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angle.  Spaghetti was another one of those problem foods.  It was never to be sucked 

vacuum style into the mouth, fun though it might be for a kid.  I know.  I tried it.  The 

proper form required a fork, a table spoon and much swirling of the pasta into an 

appropriately formed ball for insertion into the mouth, never ever allowing strands to 

hang loose.  The worst food to eat was fried chicken.  While for other foods there was a 

single rule as to how it was to be eaten, for fried chicken there were two rules.  Rule 

Number 1 said that when at home among only the family members in an informal setting 

it was permissible to hold the chicken part with the fingers and nibble away, always 

using the napkin as frequently as needed.  Rule Number 2 was for eating fried chicken 

when away from home or on more formal occasions.  This required the use of knife and 

fork, a most trying manoeuver that made no sense to me and seemed to be more work 

than necessary.  I learned these lessons regarding fried chicken and spaghetti and to 

this day I never order either of them in a public eatery.  Some skills once learned are 

with one forever, like riding a bicycle, remembering that there are places where riding a 

bicycle are permitted and other places where not. 

 

All of this had to be accomplished before I was allowed out in a public restaurant.  

Mother wanted to be sure I would not be an embarrassment either to her or myself, 

though I was not quite certain which took priority.  Our funds did not allow for frequent 

“eating out.”  In fact, it was an extremely rare occasion and not undertaken at all until I 

was several grades along in school.  It was to a hotel dining room she first chanced to 

test my table manners in public.  She was probably as nervous as I was, maybe more 

so.  But, it was I who was on trial.  I think it was the Adolphus Hotel’s dining room where 
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my first test occurred.  Later in life as I thought back on this occasion I found it amusing 

that it was to a hotel built to honor a beer baron that she took me, though that beverage 

never appeared on our table.  Any memory of what we were served at that dinner is 

gone, but I feel relatively confident in saying that I did not order fried chicken . . . or 

spaghetti.  I was too apprehensive and paid my total attention to not disappointing 

Mother to remember what I was eating.  She complemented me on how I handled the 

cutlery and how I deported myself, even remembering the expected courtesies to our 

waiter.  She let me “pay” the tab, since by that time I had learned the rudiments of 

arithmetic.  We received a nice bit of change from the $5.00 bill I proffered the cashier. 

 

It was a big step in my growing up when I learned to take a bath . . . by myself!  I had 

been drilled in the proper use of soap, wash cloth and drying towel, so I was ready to 

solo.  I must have passed the test because thereafter I continued to be left to carry out 

this daily routine without assistance.  Except it seems I was always asked that inevitable 

question when I had emerged from the bathroom:  “Did you wash behind your ears?”  

What’s with this?  Nobody ever asked if I washed behind my knees, between my toes or 

anywhere else.  I wondered why everyone was so obsessed with that patch of skin and 

hair behind my ears.  I suppose it was just an adult’s way of asking if I had washed 

“everywhere,” though why didn’t Mother just go about it that way instead of always 

asking the same question was something else I didn’t understand at the time.  

Understanding, I realized much later in life, comes in fits and spurts . . . and sometimes 

never.  So, for the time being, when asked that curious question I always responded 

with a “Yes” and let it go at that.  Some things are best left alone without amplification. 
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When a few years of my life had passed I do recall sitting in someone’s lap and being 

read aloud to from articles in the daily newspapers.  We subscribed to one.  Our next 

door neighbors subscribed to another and sometime during the day the papers were 

traded, so each family had two newspapers to read every day.  It was an economical 

manoeuver made necessary during those Great Depression days.  I had yet to come 

across Mark Twain’s damning comment that “There is not a popular newspaper in the 

United States which an intelligent man need take seriously on any subject.”  (He may 

have been on to something!)  In spite of this I was intrigued by the newspapers, more so 

in my earlier years than by books, except for those that had pictures.  Slowly, I was 

introduced to the alphabet via headlines in the newspapers.  Those big black strange 

shapes were fascinating, somewhat like the notes of music on a printed staff.  Graphics 

can be quite intriguing to a curious child.  Out of my curiosity I learned that somehow 

there seemed to be sounds associated with the different shapes and I was taught what 

they were.  I must have thought it was a kind of code, though at the time even a Capt. 

Midnight decoding ring would have been of no help.  Not so fast.  Many of the letters 

could even have several different, seemingly unrelated sounds, depending on where 

they were placed in conjunction with other letters or in other contexts.  And there were 

times when the letter wasn’t sounded at all.  This didn’t make it easy for a kid.  Of 

course I was “talking” at this time, but I had yet to relate the sounds I was making with 

those funny signs in the newspapers.  All this was called English for some reason, 

which consisted of letters, numbers, some strange symbols and various sounds.  One 

had not only to learn to recognize these, but also be able to reproduce them.  This was 

called writing and speaking, all of which must be correctly – and properly -- done, of 
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course.  Repetition was the key.  If I replicated a letter, number or sound often enough 

with the appropriate corrections from the supervising adult, I soon learned the proper 

way of doing things.  This was called learning.  Thus, it was that by the time I was sent 

to grade school I had pretty well mastered the alphabet.  I knew my numbers and I 

could make very simple sentences with a pencil on paper, as long as it didn’t contain 

more than three or four words, none of which contained more than four letters.  Mrs. 

Hendrix, my Kindergarten teacher, took all the credit for my being such a good student 

or for her being such a great teacher, whichever.  I don’t think she ever knew that I had 

come to her classroom prepared to make her look good.  Particularly when I was in 

grade school, Mother told me repeatedly that I was not going to school just to have 

lunch.  I was going there to learn something.  Of course the something was left up to the 

teachers.  Anyway, lunch in the school lunchroom was never enough of an incentive for 

going to school, except on Fridays when we had rare and deliciously prepared brain 

food (fish) and that glory of the baker’s art – red velvet cake liberally slathered with 

chocolate frosting.  If I smiled my sweetest at the lady behind the serving counter and 

asked with much courtesy, and if there were plenty left over, I got seconds.  With 

practice I learned to perfect this art.  On other days I took my lunch from home in that 

ubiquitous brown paper bag with my name on it as did many other kids, the bag always 

carefully folded after use and taken home after school for use another day.  

Remember?  Waste not, want not!  It is remarkable how many times one brown paper 

bag can be used over and over again. 
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The gold stars dropped off over the years, but the evidence is still there at the top of the page.  I have 

forgotten what qualified me to earn those gold stars. 

 

Later I’m sure Mrs. Hendrix was spraining her arm patting herself on the back for 

producing such an advanced student, though I have no proof.  It happened one day 

when my first grade teacher, Miss Rankin, took me to the principal’s office where I was 

told I was going to be “put up.”  I was not pleased.  In fact, I was terrified.  Around home 

I remembered Mama saying “Tomorrow, I’m going to put up the corn,” meaning that the 

kernels would be cut off the cob, cooked in a big pot, packed in glass Bell jars, sterilized 

in boiling water and, once cooled, stored in the huge pantry for the winter.  This was all 

“put up” meant to me.  I burst into tears and demanded to go home.  That was not 

allowed, two reasons being that the principal had more authority over me than I had 

over him and he was a lot bigger than I was.  If I voiced a preference it was worth 

nothing.  I made a mental note to exact my revenge on him when that time came, 

although when it did I had not only forgiven but also had forgotten.  I spent the 
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remainder of the school day imprisoned in a deep depression, usually on the verge of 

tears, paying no attention to the day’s lessons and I couldn’t wait to get out of there 

before they “put me up.”  I imagined I would probably be cut up into smaller pieces like 

the kernels of corn before being packed into an over-sized glass jar – I knew I was too 

big to fit into the size jars Mama used -- or perhaps into several smaller ones, which 

would then be submerged into a huge vat of boiling water to be sterilized, as Mama had 

done with the canning at home.  It was a contemplation devotedly not to be wished, 

since I concluded I was sure to be dead and I was not ready for that eventuality.  If 

praying for exoneration and being saved from this most certainly excruciating event, I 

have conveniently forgotten.  Some things are not worth remembering. 

 

I had been given a sealed envelope to take home to Mother.  I was not told the contents 

of the letter and I dared not open it, lest I face even worse consequences than being 

“put up,” if such were possible.   Mother read the enclosure with much too much 

satisfaction, which did nothing to quell my anxiety.  I suppose the tears began to flow 

again.  Then she explained to me that in school being “put up” meant that because I 

seemed to be so advanced in my learning the teacher and principal agreed that I could 

skip a grade.  I greeted this with a mixture of relief and a different kind of anxiety.  

Mother was pleased that her nightly tutelage during my earlier formative years had paid 

off, but it didn’t come to an end.  All the adults around me always took credit for my 

achievements, even though I had gone to school for something more than lunch.  

Couldn’t I be blamed for at least some of my success?  I guess a reward was out of the 

question, though I suppose not suffering what I had originally supposed being “put up” 
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implied was reward enough.  So, I took what I considered to be my “punishment” by 

being “put up” and tried unsuccessfully to forget the whole agonizing day.  I did not 

return to school the next day with any sense of anticipation, which was unusual for me.  

It took a while for me to adjust to this new situation. 

 

I was already younger than my original classmates, since my birthday did not arrive until 

a few months after school started on Tuesday after Labor Day in September; so, I was a 

year younger than the other kids when I had started in First Grade.  I looked upon Labor 

Day as a kind of memorial ending to summer.  Now, being “put up” made me another 

year younger than my contemporaries.  It was not necessarily a “good thing.”  There 

must have been advantages to always being the “baby” in my environment, but I can’t 

seem to recall any of them.  I do remember the teasing.  If any of the other kids were 

jealous or envious of my skipping a year of school, they never let it be known, at least to 

me.  And I was much too involved in other things to rub it in, which would not have been 

“proper.”  Besides, I didn’t know how or I probably would have done so, proper or not. 

 

Before I was sent off to school each morning – even in high school -- I had to undergo 

an inspection and interrogation.  The Spanish Inquisition had nothing on my family.  My 

grandmother had her own catechism in preparation for my day.  My person had to be 

immaculate, neatly pressed clothes in order, shoes polished, hair combed, and nails 

clean.  Did I have everything?  Yes.  Books and homework?  Yes. Folded and pressed 

white handkerchief (in rear right pants pocket)?  Yes.  Pocket comb (in left front pants 

pocket)?  Yes.   Billfold  (in left rear pants pocket)?  Yes.  The billfold (not yet a wallet) 
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was more a symbol than a necessity, since it almost never contained a bill.  There was 

an identification card and a photo or two, one of which was probably of the gorgeous 

movie star that came with the billfold.  It was one of those rites of passage that males go 

through – getting the first billfold was very meaningful to a young boy.  Once in a while 

an older boy felt the need to confirm his emerging manhood by taking a younger boy 

aside to show him a small foil packet he slipped from his billfold, displayed only 

momentarily before being hidden away again.  How he came by this token was never 

revealed.  If the younger boy were very observant and a fast reader he might have 

wondered how the packet’s contents were related to Homer’s Ilium, ancient Troy.  

Remaining to be inventoried was the right front pants pocket.  What it contained was for 

me to know and nobody else’s business, though truth to tell on most days it was empty.  

I wondered if Mrs. Rogers had put her son through a similar inquisition before he went 

off into space.  It seems he had to change his name twice before he could get away.  

From Anthony he became William and wound up as just plain Buck.  What some kids 

won’t do to gain independence!  Thankfully, I did not have to go through a name change 

in the process of becoming independent, nor did I have to become a space cadet to do 

so. 

 

The growing boy goes through several rites of passage before achieving maturity, some 

of which are anticipated with great longing.  One of these is whiskers.  I convinced 

myself that shaving was an outward sign of pride and victory over the younger set.  I 

had hardly sprouted the first vestiges of facial hair before I faced the processes of its 

removal.  Plucking was not even a consideration.  And a fully grown beard was not 
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something I wished to live with.  Only very old men and hobos had beards.  That left 

shaving as the only alternative, of which there seemed to be several options.  I could go 

to the barber for a daily scraping.  Too expensive!  I could slather my face with some 

kind of suds and take a specialized machete to cheek and neck.  This seemed to be 

quite sloppy and just a bit dangerous.  The possibility of cutting my throat, however 

accidentally, did not appeal to me.  I settled on a recently invented device – an electric 

shaver, sometimes called an electric razor.  Even before I really needed one, I 

squandered almost my entire week’s wages on one made by Sunbeam.  It had a cord.  I 

plugged it into an electrical outlet and it whirred away, gently removing my imagined 

whiskers.  I had achieved manhood at last; at least that’s what I told myself.  That 

shaver went away to the university with me several years later and made me the envy 

of some of my fellows.  Not being an overly generous person with my possessions, I 

declined to lend it.  I considered it something like my toothbrush, also something not to 

be loaned out.  My comb and brush were in the same category.  By the way, I still use 

an electric shaver, just not that old Sunbeam. 

 

Because we moved around a bit, I attended several different schools in three different 

school districts during my eleven years in the public systems.  All the kids in my schools 

looked alike; well, not exactly alike, but we all had the same color skin.  I was aware that 

there were people whose skin had a different tone from mine, but I didn’t know any of 

these people and didn’t have any expectation of ever knowing one.  It came as 

somewhat of a surprise at the start of my senior year in high school when I saw in the 

hallways a tiny boy whose skin was brown.  Among the student body there was much 
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tittering about this stranger in our midst and I learned from the school’s grapevine that 

he was originally from Mexico and that his father owned or managed a fabrics store.  

Because he was different, he was universally ignored.  He was a cute little boy with 

brilliant black eyes and a melting smile that he constantly beamed on one and all, 

though it was rarely returned.  I learned that his name was Eddie, probably short of 

Edwardo or Edgardo, though I never bothered to pursue which.  He was a Freshman, 

which rendered him beneath me.  There was an accepted unwritten code of conduct in 

high school which meant that one did not associate with, or even acknowledge the 

existence of, someone in a grade lower than one’s own.  It was the adolescent’s 

equivalent of a pecking order.  One had to restrict one’s friendships to one’s own class 

gene pool.  As an underclassman I had a yearning to make friends with certain select 

older students, but I learned early on that this was not allowed.  I suppose Eddie must 

have had the same feelings when he learned of the code.  Had it been permitted, I 

wonder if he and I might have become friends?  Some friends in my class openly 

accused me of audacity in violating the friendship code when I dared to be seen in the 

company of a girl who was only a Junior while I was a Senior.  I had stooped so low as 

to be beyond forgiveness as if the taint were emblazoned on me like a stigmata.  À 

propos of nothing, all of the members of my Senior class graduated that year with none 

failing and almost all went on to college the next September; a few chose the military.  

When we celebrated our 50th anniversary in 1996 all of us were still alive except for six. 

 

Books were an important part of my life.  Not movies, though.  Mother was convinced 

that movies were a waste of good money, but money spent on books was money well 
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spent.  Books lasted forever and from re-reading them one could gain repeated 

enjoyment, insights and knowledge; movies were done with in a couple of hours and 

that was the end of that.  And besides, no movie could possibly compare favorably with 

a great book.  The first movies I was allowed to squander money on were The Wizard of 

Oz and Gone With The Wind, both in that same year of 1939.  These were chosen for 

me with care.  I suppose Gone With The Wind was selected to show me pictorially what 

the Yankees did to the South.  My family had a hard time accepting the defeat of the 

South in the War Between the States, called Lincoln’s War in my family.  I found this 

strange, since none of them had lived through it and could not possibly have had any 

first hand memories of the Civil War.  I had mixed feelings about The Wizard of Oz.  It 

was funny and amusing; but, I kept trying to deal with the symbolism that I had been 

prepared for – all that gold standard, William Jennings Bryan stuff.  I was too young for 

that; I just wanted to be entertained and not be bothered by any subliminal messages.  

Incidentally, the movie theatre where I saw Gone With The Wind had sanctimoniously 

excised that four-letter word Rhett Butler flung at Scarlet O’Hara, who in my estimation 

deserved it . . . and more.  Margaret Mitchell’s book had been read aloud over many 

nights before we went to see the film and here again my tender sensitivities had been 

spared the hearing of that word, if indeed it were in the book.  There was ample time 

later for me to learn it.  But, learn it I did in due time.  Damn! 

 

Never finding that book in our private collection, it must have been borrowed from the 

public library.  Had I attempted to borrow the book from the Carnegie Library, I might 

have been denied – again, that word!  We were too conservative to waste good money 
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on buying something so frivolous.  Waste not, want not – there is that mantra again!  

Depression days were not days for waste or indulging in unnecessary wants.  

Necessities took priority.  I was not able to discover other characteristics of 

conservatism until much later in life.  Knowing one’s self had critical importance.  Mother 

had quite a command of Latin, in her day a requisite in the school curriculum along with 

the trivium and the quadrivium, so she periodically impressed upon me with the need to 

notis auton, know myself.  I thought I knew who I was.  After all, I had a name by which 

everyone called me and wasn’t that sufficient?  Evidently it was not.  There seemed to 

be more things about myself that needed knowing and these things would come about 

in time.  I suppose they did.  If not, by now I haven’t missed them.  Or perhaps, 

unknowingly, I have.  Osmosis is a curious but ubiquitous learning method.  Another bit 

of advice constantly being drilled into me had to do with finishing a task.  If I started 

something, it must be finished.  Anything unfinished was anathema.  I must adhere to 

the principle of sticktoitiveness, in better words: “stay with it until it is done!”  In fairness I 

must confess that there have been times in my life when I failed to complete something 

that I had started.  Perhaps it was something that I shouldn’t have started in the first 

place or something that didn’t need doing.  Rationalization is good for the soul.  Along 

with this bit of good advice went another which was something like this: “If you don’t 

know what you are doing, don’t do it.”  Of course, I always thought I knew what I was 

doing.  That is not what the admonition meant . . . exactly.  It meant that if I didn’t fully 

understand how to do something I shouldn’t undertake it until I knew exactly how to go 

about it.  Today we would say “Read the Directions First!” 
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It was constantly drilled into my head that I would be eternally served if I were skeptical 

and questioned everything at every opportunity, something akin to Lord Byron’s self-

assessment: “I deny nothing, but doubt everything.”  Later, I realized that even a good 

thing can be overdone and I am sure I have frustrated many friends, colleagues and my 

students over the years with my many questions.  Then I discovered something called 

critical thinking and the Socratic Method.  Mother used to infuriate me by her 

interminable questioning on whatever topic we had under discussion.  When we looked 

at art books, she was forever asking me what I saw and forcing me to analyze the 

picture, with her infusions, of course.  The same happened when we listened to music; 

what do you hear?  Musical analysis followed.  And I was particularly incensed by her 

wanting to know “Why?”  She was not amused when I answered “Because!”  Slowly and 

agonizingly, though, I was led to whatever understanding she sought or at least one she 

found acceptable.  I suppose it was the drudgery of getting there, something like pulling 

teeth with a string tied to a door knob that caused me to remember the conclusion and 

its lesson. 

 

I did not know what bankruptcy was, but it seemed something undesirable and a 

circumstance to be avoided since Mother kept quoting H. L. Mencken’s observation that 

“No one ever went broke under-estimating the intelligence of the American public.”  She 

never expanded on this to specify Yankees or other nationalities, but I suspect they, too, 

were meant to be covered by this all-inclusive condemnation.  Concomitant with that, I 

was cautioned to cultivate those people who were smarter and more successful than I.  

That made sense to me.  I had no problem understanding this, since I had already 
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learned that “birds of a feather flocked together.”  That wasn’t what Mother meant – not 

exactly.  She thought I could learn more about being successful by associating with 

people who were.  And I could learn more from people who were smarter than I.  

Learning was everything.  No associating with the canaille or the όι πολλοι.  Since I 

didn’t remember ever meeting anyone by those curious names, I dismissed that bit of 

wisdom until it was explained to me the meaning of the words.  The message here was 

that if I found myself consorting with riff-raff, losers, I would become a loser, too.  It 

made sense to me, and still does.  One does not learn anything useful from dummies, 

except what not to be or what not to do.  Soon, I learned that my mission in life was to 

raise the national average on the intelligence scale, not lower it.  This was a recipe for 

success, which was the whole point.  Failure is the tuition one pays for success if one 

learns from it.  Mother often reminded me to be: sui generis, that is unique.  Lest you 

missed the Greek, in English it is hoi polloi, the masses.   

 

Mother assured me on numerous occasions that the Constitution and the Bill of Rights 

guaranteed to me certain prerogatives.  Beyond that the Amendments were a mixed 

bag, guaranteeing rights only to certain segments of the population. I suppose the 

assumption was that other groups already enjoyed those rights.  However, there was 

one right that Mother was certain had been overlooked, though practiced by almost 

everyone at one time or another.  That was the right to make a fool of one’s self.  

Perhaps the Founding Fathers realized that foolishness was a universal behavior 

beyond the capabilities of legal and constitutional intervention.  Mother reminded me 

quite often that I should not make a fool of myself, but that if I found myself having 
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committed some act of foolishness the best I could do was to learn from it and vow 

never to commit the same act again.  That made it seem somewhat like sin, though of a 

lower order and degree.  Repeatedly I was told to think . . . think about what I was about 

to do or to say.  I had come into the world with a brain and it was best that I use it.  

Idiotic and foolish behaviors require no brain power, which meant something like the 

brain would go to rust if it were not put into constant use. 

 

Mother was not one to throw her weight around, although where I was concerned she 

was the one in control.  She was the force majeure.  Anyway, she never had much 

physical weight to throw around.  I remember the time when she fattened up.  That was 

her description, not mine.  She had topped the scales at 102, four pounds more than the 

98 pounds she “had always weighed.”  I thought that if this were true she must have 

been the biggest baby ever born.  She explained to me that what she had said was only 

a figure of speech and that what she had meant was that she had always weighed 

around 98 pounds as an adult, quite an appropriate weight for her height. The 

explanation was followed by a further observation regarding my “smart mouth,” while I 

silently wondered why she didn’t just say what she meant instead of figuring her speech 

with something that meant something else.  I guess I still had something to learn about 

this language called English.  From her ballooned up state, she went on an immediate 

diet until the scales had the good sense to register 98 pounds again.  So much for 

avoirdupois!  Now she could drop a penny in the weight machine, relax in the realization 

that her weight was where she wanted it to be and enjoy the fortune printed on the slip 

of paper that immortalized her poundage.  Fortunately, I have never had to wrestle with 
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extra weight and those ubiquitous penny weight and fortune machines disappeared long 

ago, probably when small “bathroom scales” became available to the average 

homeowner. 

 

There is a concept that bothered me as a child and still does, though I have been known 

to use it.  That is the tactic known as “rounding up” or “rounding off.”  People would say 

10 when the precise figure was 9 or they would say “about 40” when they knew full well 

the exact number was 38.  Rounding seemed to always happen to numbers that ended 

in an oh, which was in fact a zero and not the letter o at all.  Someone would ask Mama 

how many jars of pickled beets she had “put up” that day and she would answer “20 or 

so” when she knew exactly that there were 19.  But there were instances when one 

dared not “round off” or “up.”  One’s age was one of them.  I know.  I tried it once when 

asked how old I was and I said “8.”  Mother prompted me to correct my answer.  “Okay, 

7 and one half.”  I thought I was just rounding the number up like those jars of pickled 

beets, but I learned it was not allowed where age was concerned, especially where a 

woman’s age was the topic.  Other areas where rounding off was forbidden were where 

a shoe or dress size came into question.  A woman who wore a size 6 did not want her 

dress size inflated to a 10.  A person’s weight is another area where rounding up is 

forbidden.  Journalists seem to be immune from exactitude.  If 284 people are killed in 

an earthquake, the newspaper will report it as “about 300.”  Radio news readers are 

even worse.  If a factory’s annual report says it made 197,654 thingamajigs, the radio 

news will announce it as 200,000.  What’s with this?  Isn’t arithmetic supposed to be an 

exact science?  I suppose it is thought that people can’t handle specifics, but can only 
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swallow generalities.  To me all this rounding was and is nothing more than sloppy 

thinking and spurious reporting.  Here is an example based on this report.  I could tell 

you that this document, which Microsoft Word calls a file, contains 100,000 words and 

half a billion key strokes  In so doing I would not be accurately reporting the facts, thus 

perhaps qualifying me to become a newscaster or sports reporter for my “rounding up” 

ability.  I could further compound this felony and further enhance my resume by saying 

that this document is almost 400 pages long.  In fact according to Microsoft’s more 

accurate tabulation it consists of 101,158 words, 360 pages and 563,957 key strokes.  

See what I mean?  Microsoft keeps track of things like this just in case someone wants 

to know and be able to dispute my reporting.  Rounding up should never be trusted as 

accurate.  And news reporters and sportscasters should be taken with a dose of 

skepticism when they talk about figures. Taken another way “rounding” can be thought 

of as poetic license as when Lord Byron says in a note to Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage 

“What then must be our feelings when standing on the tumulus of the two hundred who 

fell on Marathon?”  He had ridden past the barrow containing the bodies of the 192 

Athenian warriors without noticing it until it was later pointed out to him. 

 

There is one thing and maybe others, that all young kids everywhere have in common – 

think of it as a type of “rounding.”  That is the almost innate ability to lie, that curious 

behavior that is both an attempt to exonerate and an exercise in creativity.  I was no 

exception.  The mystery to me in those earliest years was how Mother or my grand 

parents knew I was “rounding off” the facts and not telling the truth.  Obviously, they 

were smarter and more adept at detecting these things than I was and it bugged the 
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bejeebers out of me.  I wanted to learn the tactic by which they did this so I could head 

them off at the pass, so to speak.  Mother would accost me about some untruth I had 

committed, assure me that she knew that I was lying and then say: “Now, young man, 

what do you have to say for yourself?”  At first I didn’t have much of anything to say.  I 

knew a long lecture was forthcoming and I did my best of exert as much patience for it 

as I could muster.  That was followed by a sturdy application of the industrial strength fly 

swatter to those muscles on which I was accustomed to sit, unless I had been 

threatened with a spanking of such intensity that I would not be able to “sit down for a 

week.”  I don’t recall such an event ever happening that forced me to remain in a 

standing position for seven days, so I suppose the threat was sufficient punishment – 

the fear effect.  It should be evident by now that we were not a two-car garage family; 

but, we were a two fly swatter family, a regular one and an industrial one for the more 

extreme occasions!  The regular one was used for flies as might be expected, while the 

industrial one was employed for dispatching larger insects like wasps, yellow jackets, 

bees and other flying things.  When I attempted to use the “rounding” technique as an 

explanation for one of my mistruths, it turned into a miserable and instant failure with the 

usual consequences.  Rounding seemed to be an acceptable lie under certain 

circumstances, but unacceptable in others.  One had to know where the line was drawn 

and be prepared accordingly. 

 

My spankings with the fly swatter seemed to require a lectured preface – as 

unnecessary as a Foreword in a book -- usually along the lines of Mother attempting to 

assure me that “this is going to hurt me more than it does you.”  “Yeah, right!”  I thought 
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sullenly – and silently -- to myself, never stopping to consider that she was talking about 

how it affected her emotionally and I was concerned with the impact on me physically.  

Once it occurred to me to wonder if a certain Hegelian dialectic couldn’t be brought into 

play whereby, when I transgressed, the punishment would allow me to spank her rather 

than the other way around.  That way, as I applied her reasoning, it would hurt her less 

and me more. I never had the nerve to raise the possibility with her, lest it backfire and 

impose a greater number of swats on my little situpon.  The flyswatter was never 

consulted on this matter. 

 

  The instrument of my punishment, not the industrial one. 

 

In the Christian Bible’s Gospel According to St. John (8:32) it says that “. . . Then you 

will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”  I guess whoever wrote that did not 

have me or my Mother in mind.  When I finally fessed up to the truth after one of my 

little lies, the truth never freed me from the punishment I begrudgingly confessed to 

deserving.  I got the fly swatter anyway, truth or not.  Perhaps that author had 

something else in mind and not the behavior if a miscreant kid in Texas.  I even briefly 
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considered the possibility that the author did not know what he was talking about, 

though I was not willing to go so far as to consider that the statement was a falsehood 

lest it get me in even deeper trouble and reward me with more fly-swatter time than I 

originally had coming.  One did not question the holy writ, especially if one were a kid. 

 

As a fast learner I had dissected the aftermath to my lie and found it to exist in two 

parts; part one was the lecture and part two consisted of the punishment.  I could 

tolerate the former, often thinking of other more pleasant things during the tirade, but I 

had a sincere wish to avoid the latter.  I developed a rather creative – at least I thought 

so – response when asked what I had to say about my prevarication.  It consisted of 

three major sections like a three-act play and was presented thusly.  Part One was the 

confession in which in proper form with bowed head I admitted to the error as quickly 

and as directly as I could, getting to Part Two where all the stops were pulled out.  This 

section was the contrition part delivered with just an occasional halt and slight sniffle in 

the voice to indicate how badly I felt for having created such a deception.  Part Three 

was the promise part.  With all the conviction I could muster I swore as sincerely as 

possible to abandon these ways and never commit this type of behavior again.  Having 

exhausted all histrionics at my command the coup de main of my dramatic performance 

was to clasp Mother in a hug of grasping proportion, using the last sniffle in a sotto voce 

barely audible – but effective, at least I hoped so.  Cecil B. DeMille would have been 

impressed with each act of my performance perhaps even asking for a close-up . . . and 

maybe a contract to appear in a movie with Shirley Temple.  Mother was not in a mood 

to give out awards for my acting ability, which I am sure she recognized for what it was.  
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Except in a few very extreme occasions this technique -- especially when refined by 

practice -- worked to spare me the denouement of corporal punishment, which I meant it 

to do.  I just wanted to put the whole affaire behind me, which is exactly where Mother 

had in mind for my punishment, though we had differing perspectives regarding what 

constituted “behind”.  Soon I learned that it was much more to my benefit to just go 

straight to the truth and avoid the lie entirely.  It was especially helpful when I 

encountered the “magic if.” 

 

It was one concept I wrestled with for a long time  It was explained to me over and over, 

such as “If I had told the truth in the first place . . .”  I still thought of “If I had a . . .“  “If it 

weren’t raining, I could play in the yard.”  “If I hadn’t missed problem No. 4, I would have 

made 100 on the test.”  “If I had been a good boy, I wouldn’t have received a spanking.”  

That was an acceptable use of the term, but not even close to what Mother had in mind.  

You see, all these kinds of “ifs” were past tense “ifs,” the kind now that seem to be the 

province of sportscasters, the overwhelming majority of whom are at best only semi-

articulate in the English language.  I am convinced that if doing violence to the English 

language were a criminal offense, most sportscasters would be on death row, 

deservedly so.  Mother, however, was looking into the future.  If you do such and such, 

you will be rewarded in some way, maybe tangibly, perhaps intangibly.  But, rewards, 

whatever their types, are worth having.  Somehow, I eventually connected the “magic if” 

with associating with smarter and more successful people in order to improve myself 

and my status.  The magic if was very personal and very behavioral.  Nothing in this life 

is ever to be had for nothing, or for wishing – you have to work for it.  If I heard this 



 77 

once, I must have heard it a hundred times, usually followed by “One must always be 

prepared for one’s fortune to change.”  This latter was especially good advice in 

changing times and circumstances and I learned it was always prudent to have a Plan 

B, whatever it was, at the ready, just in case of need.  The magic part of the “if” lay in 

conjuring up a future materialized out of hopes, dreams and possibilities, all made 

manifest through the doing. 

 

I was frequently admonished by Mother not to be stupid and not to do stupid things.  Of 

course, stupid behavior and stupid things were what she said they were and she had 

her own definitions, about which I had no input.  When I skated too close to indulging in 

some activity or behavior which she considered stupid, I was quickly jolted back to 

reality either by word or action.  Remember the fly swatter?  I suppose she concluded 

that stupid is as stupid does and she did everything she could to insure that her son 

succumbed to nothing that would fit her definition.  Mother was convinced that there 

were enough stupid people in the world doing too many stupid things to allow me to 

contribute another share.  My role was to lower the number of stupid people in the 

world, not to raise it. 

 

Another admonition I heard over and over was that it was de rigueur that I get a good 

education.  “People will take a lot of things from you if they can, but whatever you learn 

nobody can ever take away.”  Of course, as a teacher I could share it with the students 

in my classes.  If I had to pick a starting point, I suppose my education began with 

speech and vocabulary.  I was never allowed, either by Mother or my school teachers, 
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to indulge in fad words or phrases.  Mother believed in the practice of le mot juste.  I 

would have been chastised for excessive and inappropriate uses of utterances such as 

“awesome,” “slam dunk,” “no brainer,” “ya know,” “I mean,” “like,” “as well,” “basically,” 

“really,” “absolutely (meaning yes),” “going forward,” “good to go,” “awesome,” “totally,” 

and other inane, vacuous and meaningless sounds in general use today, such as “cool” 

when not talking about the temperature.  Misusing these words or terms certainly would 

have branded me in her world as stupid.  I would have been severely corrected if I 

lapsed into using “um,” “ah,” and “uh”, being told that the English language contained no 

such words.  Far too often today one of those sounds seems to preface most 

sentences, especially when answering a question.  Perhaps these sounds carry 

meaning in some Middle East language based on the frequent urge to expel catarrh, but 

mean nothing in English except that the speaker’s mouth and brain are not 

synchronously engaged.  These vulgarities seem to be rather common in our culture 

today, rendering the common man as nothing more than common.  Educated people do 

not sink to such levels; only the uneducated, inept, careless, and incompetent ones do 

and they are not to be emulated or tolerated.  It should go without saying that when I 

encountered the dreaded stated problems in Math classes, I had no difficulty.  An 

expanded vocabulary and training in logical thinking stood me in good stead and got me 

the correct understanding of the problems. 

 

Often as I grew I was asked by members of my family and others what my aspirations 

might be.  I didn’t know and, in fact, I did not even know where these plural things were 

located.  I knew about my tonsils.  They had caused me enough trouble and I had a 
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pretty good idea where they were located, somewhere through my mouth.  But the site 

of my aspirations remained a mystery.  Leaving church one Sunday the pastor shook 

my hand and gratuitously patted me on the head, which I hated, said a few meant-to-be-

encouraging words and asked about my aspirations when I grew up.  Thankfully, he 

didn’t say “if” I grew up!  Remembering having heard predictions about removing my 

tonsils, I looked up at the minister and with as much courage as I could muster I told 

him that “before long I would have to have them taken out.”  He gave Mother a 

questioning look, which she returned, patted me on the head again – I hated that even 

more the second time – and we passed on so he could get to the next people in line 

who were only anxious to escape to their waiting fried chicken.  With the passage of 

time and my increasing knowledge I discerned the meaning of aspirations.  Mother was 

not particularly concerned with any choice of vocation I made as long it was something 

honorable and that I was hard working, diligent, honest, trust worthy, etc., etc., etc.  

Blah!  Blah!  Blah!  Oscar Wilde was wrong when he observed that “work is the refuge 

of people who have nothing better to do.”  In my family work was a virtue to be 

cultivated.  I never gave Mother any cause for concern on that regard, which was a 

comfort to both of us. 

 

When it came time for gifts at birthdays and Christmas, I soon learned that I could look 

forward to books and educational toys.  (I was taught -- commanded -- to write Thank 

You notes, which was the proper thing to do.)  Books were a pleasure.  Although I had 

heard that this technique was used on other kids, I was never assigned to read a book 

as punishment.  Mother knew that assigning me to read 20 pages in such-and-such a 
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book would have been a joy and not the punishment she thought I had earned.  The 

toys were eagerly awaited.  The red fire engine and other toy cars provided amusement 

at various times.  The equally red Radio Flyer “little red wagon” served its purpose of 

transporting other toys to the place where they would be employed in further fun.  My 

dog refused to sit in the wagon and be pulled around.  Boots, for some reason, 

preferred the transportation of his four feet.  The small telescope failed to keep my 

interest very long.  Seventy years later I still have some of the small tools from a 

carpentry set, all still in good working order.   

 

  Remaining tools from the carpentry kit. 

 

That little red wagon had letters written on the sides of the wagon’s bed, at least I 

assumed they were letters, since they looked somewhat like what I saw in the 

newspapers.  I asked what they said and was told that it said “Radio Flyer.”  I knew by 

this age that birds could fly, but I never saw our Philco radio fly.  Never moving, it 

always sat on the small table, never so much as growing wings.  And my little red 

wagon never showed any signs of either flying or turning into a radio, since we didn’t sit 
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around in the evening listening to it.  It was another one of those things that didn’t make 

any sense at all but had to be accepted on principal until a revelation might appear in 

the future.  I guess I never forgot this enigma because decades later I came across an 

explanation for the name of the wagon.  It had been produced by the Radio Steel & 

Manufacturing Company, hence Radio was the name of the maker and it was called 

Flyer, I suppose, because it was fast, especially rolling down a steep hill, though flying 

was a stretch of the definition.  So, in essence, the name printed along the sides of the 

wagon was nothing more than advertising.  Boy, they started in early on gathering the 

attention of the young and gullible. 

 

The paraphernalia from the chemistry kit disappeared a long time ago, as did the pieces 

of the erector set, the building blocks and the Lincoln logs.  It must have been thought 

that any boy child must have a Lionel model train set because along about my fifth 

Christmas Santa Clause had the good sense to put one under the Christmas tree for 

me.  Over the next few years I spent hours with that train, which became more and 

more complex every year.  As birthdays and Christmases came around so, too, did 

additional tracks, cars, engines and village pieces.  I had great fun setting up an 

elaborate system which ran around various pieces of furniture in the living room.  Of 

course, when I tired of this I was expected to pack it all up in the original cartons and get 

it out of the way.  This usually required some “persuasion.”  Curiously, Santa Clause 

seemed also to bring a picture puzzle of a place we would be visiting the following 

summer.  When I had completed the puzzle, Mother would have me research the area 

or edifice.  When we got there a few months later, wasn’t I the smart one who knew all 
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about it?  Oh, she was a sneaky one.  Of course I better not smart off to others lest I 

incur her wrath.  Although “smarting off” was considered a minor childhood sin, certainly 

not of such consequence as “the lie,” nevertheless it merited its moment with the fly 

swatter since it was not proper behavior.  It would be many years later when I would 

wonder if all those “educational” toys carried a subliminal intent to give me an 

opportunity to explore the possibilities of a life’s work in their use.  I suppose I equally 

subliminally rejected the notion of becoming a fireman, an engineer, a carpenter, an 

astronomer, etc.  I suppose the reality is that all those different toys were meant to give 

me some manual skills, too.  Santa Clause only erred once and that was a lulu!  

Actually, I had outed Santa Clause several years earlier, but Mother and I still played 

along with that fantasy.  It might have been her way of avoiding the reality that I was 

growing up and out of childhood way faster than she would have liked.  It was the 

Christmas that I found an air rifle under the tree on Christmas morning that I knew a big 

mistake had been made.  It was a Daisy, the type all the kids called a BB gun.  BB, 

which stood for ball bearing, was the spherical projectile or ammunition the gun used to 

shoot.  I tried to show my appreciation for the gift in spite of the fact that I had no 

interest in guns, then or now.  I had been well trained to show thanks for any gift 

whether it was sincerely felt or not.  I diligently used up the tube of BBs that came with 

the gun, firing away at empty cans and not the birds for which the arms had been 

invented, but decided rather soon that I had no intention of squandering my meager 

allowance on more BBs to be fired away leaving me with nothing, not even a bit of 

amusement to remember.  It was a matter of not getting good value for money spent – 
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my money.  What Santa Clause did with his money was his business and none of my 

affair. 

 

My public behavior was strictly monitored from my earliest forays outside the house.  I 

was taught what “proper” good behavior in public was and what was not.  I was never 

allowed to be a distraction to others.  I was being taught to care what people thought of 

me.  Had I acted like today’s bratty kids in public places and in restaurants, it is likely 

that I would not have lived to make old bones.  Mother did not want me to gain a 

reputation for being a brat, a cur or a mongrel bastard.  Where she came up with this 

last and exactly what I was meant of understand by it, was beyond me.  Any acting up I 

might do in public reflected on her and she was not about to have any part of that, since 

it would have indicated to others that she was not a fit, that is to say, “proper” mother.  

Boy, using that as a measure we sure have an abundance of unfit mothers in the world 

today!  Needless to say I was not an angel, so there were times when a talking to was 

insufficient to correct my misdeeds.  That’s when I would be told “I’ll teach you a lesson, 

young man” which she did when we got home and took out the fly swatter – the 

industrial strength or domestic one as the transgression merited.  She might even have 

amplified her oral admonitions by threatening to “read me the riot act.”  I had no concept 

what that was about and had a pretty good idea that I did not want to find out.  Whether 

or not she knew about the real Riot Act that came into force in 1715 and remained on 

the statute books until 1973 I do not know; but she made a believer out of me.  

Remember fear?  I was not allowed to forget whatever wrong I had done.  She must 

have worn out a lot more fly swatters on me than on flies before I had been shaped up.  
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I learned rather soon to be able to tell when the fly swatter would make its appearance 

on my little behind.  The softer my mother’s voice became when correcting me the 

deeper in trouble I was.  When it became barely audible, I knew “bend over” time was at 

hand and if I wanted to avoid the humiliation of the fly swatter I had better correct 

myself, apologize and profess to no future behavioral sins of that type.  My penance 

was never all inclusive, just limited to the matter of the moment.  Somewhere along the 

way I was told, as if I didn’t already know, that God had given me two ears and one 

mouth, the reason being that I should listen twice as much as I talked.  How Mother 

knew that this was God’s intention I have no idea; but, I accepted this theorem on faith 

like a lot of other things in my young life.  Though I considered asking if she and God 

spoke often about me and my upbringing, I had enough good sense by that time not to 

risk more smart-mouthing.  And I dared not wonder aloud why He did not communicate 

with me directly on these matters, thereby avoiding the middle man or middle woman in 

this case.  I contented myself with the conclusion that He would do so in good time, 

which meant on His schedule, not on mine. 

 

Keeping me in line in grade school was a simple and easy task.  In school I was that 

very angel that I had not been at home.  What kept me on the straight and narrow in 

grade school was nothing more than abject fear, so I guess President Roosevelt was 

right when he assured us that we had “nothing to fear but fear its self.”  Actually, he was 

only half right.  It was what was behind that fear that controlled me.  There was a 

certainty among the school kids, at least among the younger ones, that the school’s 

principal kept a most awful weapon in his closet which he could use with abandon upon 
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any miscreant kid who might be so unlucky as to be sent to his office for punishment.  

This weapon was the dreaded electric paddle!  Incidentally, the principal and teachers 

all kept wooden paddles at the ready and were authorized, even encouraged, to use 

them on any deserving kid, which they did.  Usually the paddled kid got another 

paddling at home at the end of the day when the parents learned of the kid’s 

misbehavior.  At that age I did not know what the Spanish Inquisition was, but had I 

known I would have thought the electric paddle was something like the machines of 

torture that were used on anyone who wasn’t Catholic, the heretics.  Since I was 

ignorant of the Inquisition, the worst I could come up with in my imagination was a 

device with knobs like the radio where the operator of the paddle could dial up the 

intensity and frequency of the whacks, perhaps with numbers 1 through 9, 9 being the 

most severe and 1 hardly more than a hearty pat.  Momentarily I even thought of 

electrocution, but discarded that notion as so extreme as to land the perpetrator of my 

punishment in jail for who knows what.  Mother allowed corporal punishment, even 

encouraged it when earned; however, taking it to mortal conclusion was something 

even she would not tolerate.  Of course, no such thing as an electric paddle existed, but 

I didn’t learn this truth until I had progressed sufficiently beyond its jurisdiction.  When 

the truth was realized we older children never let on to the younger ones that it was only 

a hoax, joining those other childhood jokes like Santa Clause, the Easter Bunny and the 

Tooth Fairy, which shortly one by one were exposed for the charade each was.  I 

suppose they served some sort of purpose at the time, though I never knew what. 



 86 

  Photograph of that non-existent electric paddle. 

 

So much for trust, at least where the electric paddle was concerned.  Otherwise, I was 

drummed repeatedly that I must be trustworthy and must always tell the truth.  The fly 

swatter still lurked in the background even if the electric paddle didn’t.  But, then, wasn’t 

everyone else truthful?  Evidently not, since every time I was admonished to tell the 

truth I was told never to trust anyone who said “Trust me” or who began a sentence with 

words such as “Honestly,” “Seriously,” Actually,” or “Truly.”  That must have been some 

kind of signal or code that whoever said “Trust me” or “Honestly,” etc., couldn’t be 

trusted.  I wondered why it was necessary to tip off the listener that mistrust was about 

to be perpetrated.  I still don’t have a satisfactory answer to that one. 

 

It was a frustrating day in my young life when I learned that Mother had taken out a life 

insurance policy . . . on me!  I had heard of such things and thought that life insurance 

was only for very old people or for those on the verge of death.  I had a pretty good idea 

that I was not old, therefore I must be at death’s door.  I wasn’t sure where this door 
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was.  I thought I was familiar with all the doors in the house and had passed through all 

of them many times without dying.  I didn’t think the house had a secret door, else I 

would have discovered it before now.  It stood to reason then that this special door was 

somewhere else and I would be well advised to avoid it.  That must be the reason 

Mother took out the insurance policy – to protect me from going through that awful door 

while I was away from home and on my own.  Beneficiary was a situation I didn’t 

understand either, since it seemed to me that I was the one being protected from dying 

rather than Mother being the recipient of money upon my death.  I thought that if I 

stayed home and never left the house where all the doors were safe, I could remain 

sure of not passing through death’s door.   When I told Mother my plan, she explained 

to me that I was not facing the end of my life, at least as far as she knew, and that 

“death’s door” was another one of those figures of speech that didn’t exactly mean what 

it said.  It seemed to me to be something like “rounding,” not exactly a lie, but something 

pretty close, something she could use without jeopardy, but which was denied to me.  It 

appeared to have been something called an idiom.  I relaxed with the knowledge that 

there was no expectation of collecting on my policy for many years and with the 

convenience of my very young age I forgot about the whole thing.  Incidentally, the face 

value of that life insurance policy was $1,000.00, more than twice the cost to bury 

someone at the price of funerals in those days.  Mother had planned for inflation, but 

she could never have foreseen the cost of funerals in the 21st century.  Today, $1,000.0 

would hardly be a good down payment for an average funeral.  Do I still have that life 

insurance policy?  No.  I cashed it in many years ago and invested the funds more 

wisely insuring a better return.  And I still have had no need of its coverage. 
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At age 16 I acquired that tacky little card cherished by every adolescent male – a 

driver’s license.  It was no big deal for either me or my mother.  She assumed that 

legally driving a car was the thing to do for her son.  My birthday fell on Saturday that 

year and the driver’s license office was closed.  I had to wait until the following Monday 

after school to take the tests, written and driving, before I was allowed behind the wheel 

-- legally.  You might wonder how I learned to drive the car.  Driver’s Training was not a 

diversion offered by the public schools at taxpayer expense.  Even had driver’s training 

businesses been around, we couldn’t have afforded the cost.  Quite simply, I learned by 

watching, the way most kids learned how to drive or by being taught by a parent.  The 

first time I ever drove a car was when I took the driving test on that Monday.  I passed 

both the written and the driving tests.  Mother was never very fond of driving.  To her it 

was one of those things one had to do in order to get from where one was to where one 

wanted to go.  She was quite happy when I was legally able to do the driving.  I was 

never as addicted to driving as some of my friends and to this day I still look upon it as 

more transportation than anything else.   To me cruising up and down streets was a 

waste of gasoline and time, both of which could be put to better use.  I wanted to get 

better value on my investments. 

 

It did not occur at any one time, but took place many times during my childhood and my 

adolescence.  It was frequently instilled in me that life is not static, but dynamic and 

always in transition from one thing to something else.  If I expected tomorrow to be like 

yesterday, I was in for a surprise.  Things change and I should be able to change with it 

in order to better myself and not be left behind.  That is where preparation came in.  
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Mother frequently pointed out to me that people failed for lack of preparing for or 

recognizing changing situations.  She was convinced that one should have multiple 

skills and broad knowledge in order to fit into any new niche that presented itself.  In her 

day people retired from the only job they had had for their entire work lives.  After the 

Great Depression and World War II she saw that this would no longer be possible or 

even desirable and she wanted me to be ready for the new world.  She did her best to 

prepare me for a life in transition. 

 

I was about 10 or so and still under the umbrella mandate that I “come straight home 

after school.”  I was also at that age when I was experiencing the urge to become more 

independent.  One day after school several of us boys decided to drop by a roller rink 

for a bit of skating, something I always enjoyed.  Exactly how it happened is immaterial, 

but I wound up with a nasty gash in my forehead, the result of a collision with some of 

the other skaters.  A lady who worked at the rink took my bloody body to a doctor who 

sewed up the wound before she washed me up and took me home.  On the way I tried 

out in my mind several explanations as to how I got the wound, all lies of course, but 

trying to find the most believable one, the most plausible one that Mother might accept 

as fact.  I wasted my time on this exercise because the lady told my Grandmother the 

truth before leaving me to ponder my fate.  Forgetfulness comes in handy when one 

wants not to remember the punishment imposed on me for my disobedience.  Anyway, 

the next day at school I was the center of much attention, my classmates treating me 

like some kind of battle hero, all wanting to closely examine and count the stitches.  It 
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seems none of them had been sewed up before and kids that age are always curious 

about something so gruesome. 

 

Shortly thereafter Mother decided it was time I learned another lesson about laws, laws 

much more overwhelming than the one about coming straight home from school.  I had 

already encountered the laws of the home, the laws of the school, the laws of the 

church and I had heard about various law-making bodies such as existed in the city, the 

county, the state and the nation, though I wasn’t exactly clear on the distinction between 

the legislature, the general assembly and the Congress.  It seems everywhere I looked 

there was law to be observed.  I had been made to memorize the Big Ten.  I mean the 

Biblical Commandments, not the names of the universities that make up the athletic 

conference of that name, assuming it existed at that time. 

 

Mother’s lecture lessons usually began with “Now, young man . . .”   To myself, I 

thought that “Once upon a time . . .” might have been a better opening, but I kept the 

notion to myself.  She took a very circuitous route to her objective.  She said that some 

things were fun, but could often turn out badly, like the roller skating incident.  For 

example, climbing a tree could be fun, but the fun would disappear if I fell out of the tree 

and broke an arm.  Some things that I might think amusing could have the joy taken out 

of them if they resulted in fly swatter time.  Bringing up the fly swatter made me 

somewhat edgy fearing to what this was leading, so I paid closer attention to what she 

was saying rather than letting my mind wander to other things.  She said that doing 

something nice for someone could result in that person doing something nice for me, 
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quite unexpectedly of course.  I liked pleasant surprises.  It was pointed out that if I 

spent my entire allowance on something I wanted but didn’t need might put me in 

jeopardy when I really needed something but didn’t have the money for it.  There was 

that “rainy day” again.  After going through several more examples like this, Mother 

pounced on the target by telling me that there was a universal law that transcended all 

others and in fact encompassed all and everyone.  That was what she considered to be 

the law of unforeseen results or consequences, something that resulted from an 

unintended action or behavior.  Murphy’s Law came into play somehow and all this was 

somewhat overwhelming to my young mind.  I did not grasp the concept right away, not 

until we had gone over it several more times during the next couple of years with 

specific examples, of course.  Needless to say over that period of time I asked a lot of 

questions in search of understanding.  I am sure Mother was not familiar with Newton’s 

3rd Law of Motion; however, in a Physics class many years later I asked the professor if 

that were something like the Law of Unintended Consequences.  It seemed to me as if 

Newton’s concept of action/reaction was pretty much the same thing or at least closely 

related.  Unfortunately, the physics professor didn’t seem to have encountered any 

unforeseen consequences in his laboratory and we missed out on a lively discussion.  

Mother was neither a physicist nor a behaviorist, but she knew people and life, actions 

and consequences. 

 

Today I suppose my mother’s dicta might sound like a conglomeration of clichés and 

platitudes, but in the end each was good advice and excellent training for my more 

mature years, for which I feel ever grateful and blest.  I was not trying to be a smart-
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mouth that morning at the train depot when Mother was seeing me off to the university 

for the first time.  I am sure her eyes were a bit more moist than usual.  She had a few 

last words of advice for her Laertes (me), probably none that I hadn’t heard over and 

over before, to which I said: “Yes, Mrs. Polonius.”  I saw a very brief startled look of 

admonition on her face before it broke into laughter and I joined in.  We both knew our 

Shakespeare.  Mother did not suffer fools gladly or otherwise and she was convinced 

that the world had been cursed with too many of that ilk.  This was a virtue she willingly 

or inadvertently passed on to me.  Illegitemus non carborundum est! 
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COIN OF MY REALM 

Money makes the world go round . . . 

It makes the world go round. 

     -- Cabaret 

 

Mother had learned this lesson many decades before Joel Grey and Liza Minnelli sang 

about it in Cabaret and even before Minnelli’s mother trotted along that fools-gold path 

in search of Kansas, nirvana, or the wizard -- whatever.  Of course in one sense they 

had all confused the art of economics with the science of astrophysics, confusing the 

planetary with the environmental. 

 

Mother knew the value of the dollar. I suppose it was something the Great Depression 

had taught her, and she was determined that I learn it, too.  Often when I asked for 

something that either she couldn’t afford, thought that I shouldn’t have or something that 

she thought I didn’t need, I would be told in no uncertain terms that money didn’t grow 

on trees. This was another of those idiomatic expressions.  The English language still 

had the ability to confuse me.  I was just a swat away from the fly swatter when I asked: 

“Then, where does it grow?”  I thought that was a reasonable response to her 

statement.  Since money didn’t seem to grow on trees, at one time I supposed out loud 
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that perhaps we could get some seed and plant the bush or other growing thing on 

which it did grow.  That smart-alecky remark was followed by a “stern” lesson in 

horticulture and economics . . . and smart-mouthing.  Frugality began at home along 

with its lessons. 

 

I was about 4 or so when Mother decided that killing one bird with one stone was not 

nearly as efficient as killing two birds with the same rock.  The two birds in this case 

turned out to be teaching me some basic arithmetic and something about the “value of 

the dollar,” what it would buy and budgeting.  Whether or not we had a checking 

account has been lost in my cobwebby memory.  I suspect Mother didn’t need a bank 

checking account until after the war.  At any rate I do recall that most, if not all, of our 

bills were paid in cash.  When it came time to pay the utility bills, Mother began taking 

me along to teach me some lessons.  Much time had already been invested in teaching 

me to recognize the various coins and the smaller bills then in circulation – we had no 

other kind.  I knew that two of the big round metal coins were the same as the paper bill 

that had a big 1 in each of its four corners.  And that same $1 bill was equal to four of 

the smaller silver colored coins, called quarters – fractions awaited me in the future.  I 

could only deal with a few things at a time.  The dollar bill’s equivalent in the smallest 

coins, particularly those ugly dark colored ones was still too much for me.  I couldn’t 

count much past 10 and we never seemed to have available that many of the ones 

called dimes.  Twenty of the ones called nickels and 100 pennies were beyond 

imagining. 
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She was in collusion with known cashiers at the gas company, the water works, the 

electric company and later the telephone office.  The plan was that Mother would give 

me the bill and some money, usually a mixture of paper and coins, then hoist me up to 

the counter and have me “pay the bill.”  The cashier always gave me the change, which 

I was to count out and verify as correct or not.  It never was.  So, I had to explain to her 

that she had given me the wrong change and tell her by how much, under or over.  

Shoving the change back to her, she would exchange those coins for others and I would 

count it out again.  And again, it was not correct.  I would point this out to the lady and 

she would apologize profusely and pretend to make amends.  This sort of game went 

on for month after month until one time when I was more secure with my addition and 

subtraction – and my exalted role in this undertaking – and exasperated by the cashier’s 

repeated incorrect change-making once too often -- I questioned her competence to 

hold that job.  Mother was horrified.  It was all the lady could do to keep from laughing 

out loud.  I found nothing funny in her inability to make correct change.  I was chastised 

for my bad behavior and got another talking-to when we got home.  The correct change 

followed.  Shortly thereafter, these games ceased when it was determined that I could 

add and subtract with reasonable skill.  I had learned something about bill-paying.  It 

was years later before Mother confessed to the charade, which was long after I had 

apologized profusely to the cashier lady for my bad behavior.  By the way, this counting 

business came in quite handy in grade school.  There was a type of semaphore system 

in use between the teacher and the students involving the number of fingers which the 

pupil held up in the air to signify to the teacher which situation was in need of attention.  

Call it a very practical application of mathematics.  When a student signaled, it always 
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provoked amused sniggering among the rest of the class, which was followed by the 

teacher saying “Now, now class.  Quiet down.”  As might be expected there were a few 

kids who took advantage of the procedure to escape from the lesson for a few minutes, 

especially if they were not prepared.  The teacher might have suspected a false alarm, 

but dared not deny the request and chance the consequences. 

 

Lessons in the “value of the dollar” continued.  “Waste not, want not” was one of those 

commandments I never ceased hearing.  It seemed to apply to anything and everything.  

The list was all inclusive: physical things like food, clothing, and every conceivable 

possession.  Eventually it covered abstractions such as time.  This last was a problem 

for me as a child and continues so today.  I think I was born with a lazy gene.  I was 

also born with a great deal of will power, which has helped me overcome the lethargy. 

 

Conservation was a lesson drummed into me very early and very often.  For example, 

“turn off the light” always meant that if no one were in a room there was no need for the 

burning light to be using up electricity, thus running up the cost.  And if too much is 

wasted or, Heaven forbid, the bill couldn’t be paid and the electricity is cut off, then the 

lesson of “waste not, want not” would come home to roost.  That never happened to us, 

but the lesson remained.  I vividly remember a month when the electricity bill was just 

over $2.00 by four cents.  Mother was livid.  We must be using too much.  We must be 

wasting electricity.  Someone was leaving the refrigerator door open too long.  The radio 

had been left on with nobody in the room listening to it.  The list of sins, possible or 

probable, went on and on.  Whatever the explanation for the outrageously high bill, 
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behaviors must be changed and evidently they were because the next month’s bill was 

back under the imposed $2.00 target and everyone was back in Mother’s good graces, 

especially me who had been supposed to have been the culprit in the first place.  If I 

were the guilty party, I have conveniently forgotten what I may have done to contribute 

to the budget dilemma.  It didn’t occur to me for some years to wonder if maybe there 

had been a rate increase and that we were not using more electricity.  Just maybe the 

problem arose because it was one of those months that had 31 days instead of 28 or 

30.  At any rate Mother’s sermon on conservation had the desired effect of our using 

less, resulting in a lower bill and getting it back under that mysterious $2.00 limit.  

Conservation won out! 

 

A little later the lessons about the “value of the dollar” and “waste not, want not” took a 

more advanced turn.  It was Mother’s way of insuring that I would always be 

independent, at least financially so.  Dependence on others for one’s sustenance was 

anathema and Mother wanted me to learn to “stand on your own two feet.”  It did not 

suggest that I had been standing on somebody else’s feet or standing flamingo-like on 

only one leg and it had nothing to do with my stature; it was another one of those 

English language ways of “turning a phrase” to mean something besides what the 

words said.  Charity was what we gave to others, but what we should never find 

ourselves expecting from others.  Welfare was a humiliation never to be faced.  The 

way to the type of independence Mother had in mind was to “save for a rainy day.”  I 

don’t know how she did it on her meager salary, but she was always able to sock away 

a few dollars from each pay envelope. I suppose that is why the rain stayed away.  Her 
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savings during those Depression years were kept locked in a small wooden box, which I 

still have, though these days my “nest egg” is lodged at a bank and at a brokerage 

house.  The nest egg was all a matter of financial planning the type which says that one 

should save up for whatever one wanted before buying it, rather than going into debt 

and inviting the downfall of rainy days.  Another two words which settled into my young 

brain early on was “plan ahead.”  I must have taken this lesson to heart because in my 

later work years my friends and colleagues cited my future planning ability as one of my 

virtues.  Some virtues can come in quite handy. 

 

  Mother’s Money Box. 

 

When it came to spending, Mother was always leery of advertising and other marketing 

ploys, another trait I harbor, suspecting that behind advertising is something more 

sinister which the prospective purchaser is not being told.  Think of advertising as a trap 

in need of being checked out, a sub-type of “rounding.”  Mother felt one should not be 

suckered in by the ad.  If something seemed too good to be true, you could bet that it 

was.  If the pitchman said that Ivory soap would float, the only way to know for sure was 
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to put a cake of it into a bucket of water and check it out.  Yes, it floated, though how 

floating made it better at getting things clean than any other brand was never 

considered and the soap makers must have crossed their collective fingers and hoped 

no one would raise the issue.  Implication went only so far before it became faith, kinda 

like religion. 

 

At the time I started to school it was decided that I should have an allowance.  How this 

decision came about I don’t recall, though I am sure I was not a party to the negotiation 

or I would have suggested more than it turned out to be.  At any rate the boon was to be 

five cents per week, payable on Saturday which was Mother’s pay day.  That would 

have been a nickel.  Actually, I never was given a nickel, but always five pennies, those 

unattractive dark-colored things, which I thought quite ugly compared with the nice 

silvery coins.  This was another of Mother’s sneaky ploys.  It was a foregone conclusion 

(requirement) that I would squander one of those precious pennies in a tithe at church 

the next day, which didn’t give me time to spend the entire allowance and have nothing 

left for the collection plate.  So, my weekly net appeared to be four cents to do with as I 

choose.  I was encouraged to save, which meant another penny subtracted from my 

gross.  Now I was down to three cents a week.  Though not knowing about the Internal 

Revenue Service and that new government program called Social Security, at that time 

I should have felt fortunate that I could keep the entire three cents to do with as I 

pleased.  That was the theory, at least.  In fact sometimes I saved it all or most of it 

since I didn’t know what I wanted to spend it on.  That is, until I had saved up enough to 

buy something really big, like an airplane kit – it cost 29¢ and there was no sales tax at 
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the time -- that gave me hours of amusement assembling it.  A few grades later in 

school I encountered something in mathematics called percentage.  A little learning is 

indeed a dangerous thing and had the teacher known to what this would lead she might 

have had second thoughts about teaching me how it worked.  Mastering this percentage 

concept I had a great awakening one day when I applied this new mathematical 

technique to that one penny I was giving to the church each Sunday as a tithe in relation 

to the weekly gross of five cents.  When I realized that the traditional tithe was 10% and 

I had been giving 20%, it was time for a settling up with Mother.  Not blaming the 

teacher, I confronted Mother about the discrepancy as I saw it and I was ready with a 

solution, about which I had pondered long and hard having already tried out my 

mathematical argument with my teacher, in a theoretical way, of course, as I was not 

about to bring God into the classroom.  As I saw it, I could still fulfill my commitment to 

tithe at the accepted rate of 10%, but would put a penny into the collection plate every 

other Sunday.  It made sense to me that five cents for two weeks added up to ten cents 

and one penny every two weeks was 10% of the 2-week allotment.  Mother had been 

cornered and I was allowed to adjust my giving to the new plan.  She decided that from 

then on she would have to be more careful with this too-smart kid she was raising.  A 

retroactive adjustment was not a consideration to be tolerated, but I tried.  So, every 

other Sunday my penny went into a tithe envelope and into the collection plate.  

Whatever the church spent my tithe on was for them to know and for me to never find 

out.  Until later! 
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Slowly, over the next few years my weekly allowance was increased.  When it doubled 

to a dime a week I thought of myself as a Rockefeller.  A quarter a week was almost 

more than I could contemplate; however, the jig was close to up when the allowance 

reached that lofty height.  At that point I became financially responsible for some of my 

needs, the chief one was the monthly haircut.  I had become the conduit, the pass-

through of that coin.  That bane of my existence, the haircut, ate up an entire week’s 

gross allowance.  There didn’t seem to be any justice in my world.  But I was learning 

from whence money came and to where it went.  I was yet to be confronted with the fact 

that soon I would be earning that money which I was to spend.  I was 13 when my first 

earnings were experienced from playing the organ at churches and on the eve of my 

14th birthday I got my first permanent job.  Permanent is a relative word.  I was playing 

the organ from then on.  Also, I got an after-school and Saturday job at a department 

store at the exorbitant salary of $5.00 per week; however, now the Internal Revenue 

Service and the Social Security Administration reared their ugly heads and demanded 

their cut of the action, so I only took home $4.80 each week.  I was now earning close to 

$10.00 per week – see, I rounded up the figure -- and thought I was in “high cotton.”  

(Notice that I was now conquering the idiomatic contrivances of English language 

communication.)  I was able to provide for more of my needs, especially clothing since I 

could buy at the store on an “employee discount” and the “lay away” plan made larger 

purchases like suits and coats quite painless – at least for the store.  By the time I went 

away to the university I had been able to save up “quite a bundle,” largely because of 

the lessons I had been taught about the “value of money,” thrift and budgeting.   
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PEST OR PESTILENCE 

Good health and good sense are two of life’s greatest blessings. 

          --Publilius Syrus 

 

There were certain things in a child’s life at the time I was growing up that no child could 

miss out on.  One of those things was called childhood diseases.  The best places for 

contracting these illnesses were areas where other children congregated such as 

schools, churches and play grounds.  This was because those diseases were called 

“contagious,” which meant something like “it’s mine and I’ll give it to you so you will be 

as miserable as I am.”  When this was explained to me I posited the notion of canceling 

school and church, but I was quickly over-ruled, there being something illegal about 

abandoning school and something immoral about skipping church that, presumably, 

would insure for me a front seat in Hell.  Not fancying being a law breaker and possible 

incarceration at such a young age by the truancy officer and not even considering a 

choice seat in that awful place down below or wherever it was, I came in for my share of 

some pestilence or other “going around.”  I lived through all of them, so one might say 

that I was blessed with health good enough to survive those childhood diseases that 

took away so many.  The good sense is another matter, best left to the judgment of 

others none of whom have been allowed an entry into these memoirs. 
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Though not of the contagious kind, one childhood ailment that made my young life 

miserable from time to time was tonsillitis.  When an attack occurred I would have a 

sore throat, difficulty in swallowing, coughing and sometimes a headache, fever and 

chills when a more severe case came about.  After a few years of this the doctor 

advised Mother that my tonsils should come out – surgically – by which he meant taking 

a knife to my throat!  Needless to say I was not consulted about this.  I had wondered 

what tonsils were for and why I had them.  Tonsils were always spoken of in the plural, 

so I concluded that there must have been more than one, though exactly how many 

there were remained another of life’s mysteries.  Dr. Jewel assured me or at least 

assured Mother that they served no purpose and that I would experience no discernable 

loss without them, other than no longer having the eruptions of periodic sore throat, etc.  

If I had come from the factory equipped with some strange growths that I did not need, I 

made a mental note to take this with up with the Great Creator in church as soon as 

possible, except that by the time I was able to resume going to church I had forgotten 

my pledge to do so.  The Great He was now “off the hook,” so to speak.  Silently, I 

wondered if He had made a mistake in creating me, unless of course the doctor didn’t 

know what he was talking about and that it was possible that I should keep the tonsils 

for some unknown future but as yet undiscovered use.  The decision was made that the 

tonsils had to come out, whether I liked the idea or not.  I had no veto privilege in this 

matter.  Children my age did not seem to have any rights at all, civil, medical or 

otherwise. 
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One Sunday morning in early August (so as not to interfere after school started) there 

was a change in our normal procedure.  Mother announced that she and I would have 

to leave early, presumably on our way to church, at least that is what I thought, and that 

the other family members would make their way to church separately from us.  On the 

way Mother told me she had to stop off somewhere.  It was a building downtown, one 

familiar to me as it turned out.  Nearing it I observed that it was the same building in 

which our doctor had his offices on the second floor.  Rising up the stairs I made a 

further observation that we were going to the same floor where the doctor’s office was 

located.  What a coincidence!  Into his office we went and hardly before I was aware of 

what I was in for, I was lying on a table with a pad soaked with ether on my face putting 

me to sleep. 

 

So they told me afterwards, the procedure took only a few minutes and I awoke lacking 

my tonsils and without my adenoids, too.  I didn’t know what they were either; however, 

I was in no mood for questions and answers.  We went home and I was put to bed to 

rest, though I didn’t think bed rest was quite necessary.  Instead of this surgical 

humiliation, I would have preferred going to church that morning.  Sensing I had been 

tricked, I was more interested in confronting Mother for an explanation as to why I had 

not been told before hand what to expect that morning instead of going to church, which 

might have been more comfortable unless the sermon topic was of a frightening sort, 

which it often was.  Some surprises were not welcome.  She told me to save my voice 

by not talking, in other words “shut up.”  Her explanation was meant to put me at ease, 

though it was of little consolation.  She didn’t want me to be more anxious than 
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absolutely necessary.  I bought her argument or at least tried to give her the impression 

that I did, although I was still in a bit of a snit, only consoled by the more than usual 

ministrations of ice cream and Jell-o.  Today the biggest surprise would be to find a 

doctor so customer-service oriented as to perform a tonsillectomy on a kid in his office 

on a Sunday morning.  Of course Dr. Jewel did this to accommodate Mother’s work-

week schedule.  I suppose one could say he was appropriately named. 

 

“Dosing” was a ritual that children had to undergo in those days.  This usually consisted 

of daily administrations of tablespoons of cod liver oil and perhaps castor oil if needed. 

How need was determined was out of my control.  I hated both.  You can infuse either 

with everything from orange juice to milk to Log Cabin syrup, but all it does is ruin the 

orange juice, milk or the Log Cabin syrup.  And what good it did or didn’t do, I will never 

know.  By now I have concluded that it was one of those ol’ wives tales put to practice 

which have now been disproved.  And, I say, good riddance.  In the 1930s vaccination 

for small pox was available and I had it scratched into my left upper arm.  Inoculations 

for other diseases were not prevalent if available at all.  The science of medicine has 

made monumental strides since I was a child.  If you consider being a child, today is a 

better time for it than when I went through it. 

 

I don’t remember the exact order in which I contracted major childhood diseases, but 

the chronology is insignificant.  To all of them the doctor performed what was then 

customary treatment, which didn’t amount to much, for the disease in question and 

assured both Mother and me with the platitude that “he’ll get over it.”  And get over it – 
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whichever it was -- I did in time.  Looking back I find it strange that I had every one of 

these diseases during the summer time when school was not in session; therefore, I 

never missed a day of school because of illness until April of my junior year in high 

school when a bad case of influenza kept me bed-ridden simultaneously with the death 

and funeral of President Roosevelt.  There is no great significance here other than that I 

was at home in bed and able to listen on the radio to the events surrounding 

Roosevelt’s death and the transfer of power to the new president, Harry S. Truman.  

The radio reporters never shut up telling us over and over every minute detail of the 

events.  That was something the kids in school missed hearing first hand.  Considering 

the discomfort of the “flu” I would have preferred being in school and missing the radio 

broadcasts.  I was never given this option and I considered filing an official protest if I 

could but find to whom it could be lodged.  President Roosevelt was now no longer 

accessible. 

 

Periodically, the measles went around.  How or where I “got them” is unknown, though 

what was known about the disease at that time was that measles were very contagious, 

probably spread about through coughing and/or sneezing by someone so infected.  I 

came down with this strange plural word disease in mid-summer with reddish spots on 

my forehead, which spread downward over my face, my neck, my body and came to an 

end on my feet, having nowhere else to go.  Making matters worse were fever, 

coughing, watery eyes and runny nose.  The doctor’s recommendation was to make 

sure I had complete bed rest and plenty of fluids.  Otherwise, he assured us “it will go 

away on its own when it has run its course in a week or 10 days.”  I drank lots of water, 
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fruit juice, tea and lemonade.  I adored lemonade and it was the only bright spot during 

my confinement.  I had so much water poured down me I thought I might become a rice 

paddy. I had little or no appetite.  The room where I had been put to bed was kept dark 

lest my eyes suffer some undesired damage.  Since there was nothing I could do except 

lie there in bed in an almost dark room, it is a most boring disease to have.  Outside the 

front door someone tacked up a sign announcing to the whole world that the house was 

under quarantine because of measles.  People saw the warning and stayed away until 

the sign came down as an indication that all was well again.  When I had recovered, we 

left the house for the day while it was fumigated with two sulfur candles burning in every 

room, which was thought to secure the house against anyone else contracting the 

disease from any of my left over germs.  It seems I had infected the entire house, but I 

assure you I didn’t do it on purpose.  I must have dropped a few of my germs around 

somewhere, but they were so small as to be invisible and the only way to inactivate 

them was by burning those foul smelling candles.   As we know now, fumigation was not 

as thorough a method of disinfection as people thought at the time.  I was the only one 

in my family to suffer the measles, probably because I was the only child around and, 

unlike the plague, measles seemed to avoid adults.  None of us ever contracted the 

plague either.  I suppose I should say “Thank, God!” for small favors. 

 

One of the things a young boy goes through is physical development.  By that I mean 

getting the kind of physique he thinks he should have in order to compete with the other 

boys.  Sometime about the time I started to school or shortly thereafter our family doctor 

told Mother that I would “put on more flesh when I got older.”  That must have been in 
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response to her wondering why I was so tall and slender for my age.  Okay, I was tall 

and skinny.  I was several inches taller than other boys my age.  Had she just 

considered the fact that all the men on both sides of my family, including her father and 

my father, were also tall and slender she might not have been so concerned about my 

physical size.   Evidently the matter of one’s physique was also something that was 

contagious.  Could genetics possibly be considered a contagion?   I don’t remember her 

mentioning this again, perhaps because she finally realized my genes made me what I 

was and am.  Anyway, there were times when I looked around at some of the other 

boys and yearned to be as muscled as some of them were.  The only thing to do was to 

start with the weight lifting routine.  Periodically, I did so and the results were always the 

same – nothing!  I thought I’d just have to wait for the “more flesh” the doctor had 

promised.  Eight decades later I’m still waiting.  Don’t put too much faith in the promises 

of doctors, at least that one when it came to “putting on more flesh.”  Today doctors 

know a lot more about genetics than they did when I was young.  I had to wait a very, 

very long time to realize that I had been blest, if that is the right word, by not ever 

becoming fat and suffering its attendant health problems. 

 

Another summer I “came down” with diphtheria, another one of those highly contagious 

childhood diseases that was also spread by sneezing and coughing.  I guess nobody 

thought to outlaw sneezing and coughing as a way to control contagion of this and other 

similarly spread diseases.  Perhaps if Congress put a tax on it, people would find a 

loophole as a means of avoiding catching diphtheria.  It was thought that this disease 

was more critical than measles as it often resulted in death.  I did not wish to 
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contemplate this end. The knowledge of what might happen caused me to obey to the 

letter what I was told to do and to not do.  Symptoms included sore throat, runny nose, 

fever and swollen glands in the neck.  As swallowing was difficult I had little appetite 

and had to force fluids down.  As with the measles the quarantine sign went up again 

and again after I was fully recovered the house under went complete fumigation with 

sulfur candles.  By this time our house had a decided odor of sulfur for a long time after 

each treatment.  Satan would have felt at home, although we had none of his supposed 

favorite brimstone, not that I knew at the time that brimstone was just another name for 

sulfur. 

 

As usual it was summer when my time came for a “case” of the mumps, another one of 

those plural word childhood diseases.  Mumps did not come by the box, the dozen or 

the gallon, but by the “case” load.  How strange!  Have you noticed that people referred 

to this disease as “the mumps?”  I suppose it was more special than just plain ol’ 

measles and diphtheria.  People never said “the measles” or “the diphtheria.”  It started 

with high fever, a severe headache and no appetite at all.  Sound familiar?  The glands 

in my face and neck swelled up, very painfully so, to the point that I looked like a 

hamster with cheeks stuffed with food.  Swallowing was very difficult as was talking, 

chewing and drinking.  Orange juice and other citric juices were sheer agony to swallow.  

I had a stiff neck.  Nausea and vomiting were periodic and I was constantly drowsy.  

The doctor’s usual observation that this, too, “would go away in time” was of little 

comfort, though a week or so after on-set, I was mending nicely with no noticeable after-

effects, other than wondering what the next summer would bring.  The summer gods 
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seemed to be adhering to their schedule of insuring that each school vacation period 

would find me in bed with some strange and unpronounceable disease. 

 

Had I given it any thought I might have called Summer “the itchy season” for, indeed, it 

was – every summer!  The arrival of the month of May also signaled the arrival of those 

pesky flying dive bombers, the mosquitoes, and they didn’t leave until cold weather 

froze their little stingers off.  After dinner the family often caught the cooling air of the 

outside.  The screened-in back porch would have been safe from the insects, but the 

front porch had a much better view and passing neighbors could be chatted with.  Papa 

brought out the big Flit pump insect spray can, filled it with Black Flag and fogged the 

porch area with the poison.  Understandably, it cleared the region of mosquitoes for a 

time.  No dummies they, as soon as the mist had cleared out, the insects came back.  

So the evening went with periodic spraying until it was time to turn in. 

 

There was, however, another insect that was beyond being eradicated.  This was the 

chigger, a flightless type of mite that inhabited the grass where I was wont to play.  

Their bite caused severe itching, worse than the bite of the mosquitoes.  Not being a 

house-bound child, I had to play in the yard, especially as the day cooled into evening.  

The chiggers seemed to find me wherever I happened to be, ready to feast on the raw 

meat of my young and tender body.  Scratching the itchy red pimple-like spots only 

made matters worse and one of the consequences could be infection requiring the 

intervention of a doctor, something I didn’t look forward to.  I was afraid he might 

amputate something else just as he had done with my tonsils and adenoids.  I managed 
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to avoid infections because Mama had a home-made remedy for insect bites of any 

kind, but which was especially effective on chigger bites.  It was an elixir of coal oil and 

bacon drippings.  I don’t recall the proportions of each, but as long as it worked I didn’t 

care what the measures were.  A bit of the stinky glop would be dabbed on the 

appropriate places to relieve the itch, foster healing and presumably kill the chigger.  It 

worked.  Yes, it did not smell good and Ralph Lauren would never bottle it as cologne, 

although a better smelling one called “Chigger” – perhaps for women – would have a 

certain cachet, a lot better one than “Charley.”  I concluded that chiggers did not like 

bacon grease or coal oil or perhaps it was the mixture of the two ingredients that was 

not to their taste since there’s no accounting for what blood suckers like or not.  These 

condiments were always in good supply.  Mama had a big jar in the cooler where she 

saved all the drippings when we had bacon.  Like everyone else, my grandparents had 

lived the first half-century of their lives without electricity in which they still harbored a bit 

of mistrust, so they still had the coal oil (kerosene) lamps at the ready in case of electric 

power failure and a good supply of lamp oil on hand.  I still have an oil lamp to use in 

case of electrical power outage, except it uses something called “lamp oil,” a better 

smelling and more expensive fuel than kerosene, though I have never bothered to 

determine its origin. 

 

It wasn’t a summer that brought my next health issue to our attention and it was not 

even pestilential, though some of my school-mates would have disagreed.  It was a 

strange “disease” called algebra during my first fall semester in high school.  My grades 

in that subject were not up to par or even acceptable and Miss Armstrong deciphered 
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that I was incorrectly copying down the problems from the chalk board.  Thinking I was 

guilty of slovenly behavior she kept challenging me to pay more attention to what I was 

doing.  She must have thought that I was sloughing off.  This didn’t help a bit.  One day 

she stood over me as I did my copying and discovered that I couldn’t see the board 

correctly from where I was sitting in the back of the room.  Students were seated in their 

classes alphabetically in rows from front of the room to the back and in that class I 

found myself in the last seat of my row.  I guess it didn’t occur to her to re-seat me 

closer to the front, which would have been a violation of the holy seating order, but that 

evening Miss Armstrong reported her findings to Mother and shortly afterward I was 

taken to an optometrist for an examination of my eyes which confirmed that I needed 

glasses because of something called myopia.  That sounded to me like one of those 

mythical Greek goddesses that I had read about, but the good doctor explained that I 

had near-sightedness, not a Hellene on my hands.  Glasses in place on my nose a 

week later, my grades improved immediately to what had been expected of me and 

both Mother and I were grateful to my teacher for diagnosing the problem.  I hope Miss 

Armstrong took solace in her work for rescuing one of her pupils from certain failure. 

 

Having successfully satisfied – and lived through – my obligation to observe some of the 

more severe childhood diseases, it was many years before health matters became an 

issue and I was fortunate to have so many years of excellent health, that “good health” 

so treasured by Publilius Syrus.  I did not have to face that devastating ailment that 

afflicted so many children, the dreaded poliomyelitis, for which I would have felt 

fortunate had I considered it.  There were other childhood diseases in the offing which 
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passed me by as well.  Who knows why we contract some and avoid others?  Perhaps 

in my case there weren’t enough summers in my childhood years to have them all.  

Growing up and becoming an adult does have its advantages, but I would never have 

guessed that this was one of them. 
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A JOYFUL NOISE 

Without music life would be a mistake. 

    --Nietzsche 

 

There was a knock at the door . . . then the doorbell rang.  Then, another knock.  Then 

the doorbell rang again.  This person was taking no chances in going unnoticed at the 

door.  Ordinarily, this would not have caused Mother any concern if we were expecting 

a caller, except that the redundancy of the knocking and ringing of the doorbell foretold 

a sense of urgency.  Sunday afternoons between morning worship and evening 

services were times when people paid social visits; but, our family was never 

comfortable with unannounced drop-ins, preferring only expected or invited callers.  I 

trailed along behind Mother as she sailed through the house to the front door.  I was as 

curious as she was. 

 

The stranger introduced herself as Mrs. Fox, music teacher.  At least that is what I 

understood through her thick accent which was definitely not Texan.  Though I had 

never met one, I concluded her strange speech probably was because she must be a 

Yankee, which would explain why she knew no better.  She inquired as to whether or 

not there might be a child of the house in need of instruction on some musical 

instrument.  It seems, as she explained it, she was a virtuoso on most stringed 

instruments known to man as well as the consummate instructor who could turn even 
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the most untalented oaf into a master performer.  She arrived at this conclusion after 

casting an assessing eye in my direction.  At five years of age I was not the best judge 

of people, but I returned her wary glance with one of my own before trying to hide 

behind Mother’s skirt.  Yankees deserved no better. 

 

She was invited in for further discussion regarding my musical future, although she was 

not asked to settle her substantial avoirdupois on the Duncan Phyfe.   Since this 

appeared to be a business meeting and not a social call, the customary Sunday 

afternoon tea cakes did not make an appearance.  I regretted this as I always looked 

forward to Mama’s delicious treats when company came.  The repository for those 

delicious tea cakes was a large lidded cut-glass epergné, which was usually the 

centerpiece on the dining table.  Now over a century old, it I still in my possession. 

  The epergné now is empty of Mama’s tea cakes. 
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There was more talk of my musical future while I thought more about tea cakes and 

then it was decided.  Mrs. Fox was apprised of my past instruction on the piano by 

Mother, a competent pianist, and she was excited about the prospect of my learning 

another instrument.  A time and day were fixed for me to begin lessons with Mrs. Fox, 

30 minutes once a week.  This was thought to be the extent of the attention span of a 

child my age and once a week gave me plenty of time for practice.  Then they came to 

the question of what instrument would be thrust upon me and which Mrs. Fox assumed I 

would become a master performer under her tutelage.  Again, I was scrutinized by this 

strange woman, who pronounced her decision: mandolin!  Oh, boy, mandolin!  Her fee 

of 25 cents per lesson was agreed upon and she departed.  I had no part in these 

negotiations, since in those days – unlike now – children were largely seen and not 

heard, though on those occasions when I was heard too much Mother would quiet me 

down and inquire if I had been “vaccinated with a Victrola needle.”  I’ll leave it to you to 

figure that one out! 

 

Then it hit me; what the hell was a mandolin?  Of course I did not think in those words at 

that time.  Doing so, much less uttering them, would have gotten me a mouth washed 

out with some noxious soap, probably Lifebuoy.   Lava would not have been good for 

the teeth, although soon I would lose the ones I had for some better and more 

appropriate ones called “permanent teeth” to replace the “baby teeth.”  Mother pulled 

down a book with a picture and description of a mandolin.  I was not impressed, but my 

native curiosity did not desert me and I looked forward to learning to play the thing, 

though at that time I had no idea what it sounded like. 
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Mrs. Fox appeared on schedule with a mandolin tucked under her flabby arm.  Mother 

had no intention of stretching our meager resources to buy one for me until it became 

certain that I was worthy of it.  That first lesson was a disaster, which should have been 

a warning.  We, which Mrs. Fox persisted in pronouncing as vee, spent the entire 30 

minutes showing me the beautiful wood of its construction, counting the number of 

strings and showing me how to tune it.  She waxed eloquently about the virtues and 

mysteries of that instrument.  The second week’s lesson was little better and I still had 

not been allowed to touch it.  I could, however, listen as she played it, though the music 

she performed was neither soothing nor interesting.  In fact, I hated it.  More than the 

tone of the instrument, it was what she was playing that did not sit well on my ears. 

 

The third week came round.  When she arrived, I took one look at her and fled the 

room, leaving her standing on the other side of the latched screen door.  Finding my 

grandmother in the kitchen I told her in my most forceful terms I had no intention of 

facing that woman – ever again!  Asked why, I said something to the effect that she was 

frightening and scary.  That’s about all Mama could get out of my jabbering, so she went 

to see for herself.  There Mrs. Fox was in all her garish makeup, clanging jewelry and 

bizarre costume.  Mrs. Fox was a gypsy!  I don’t think I quite knew exactly what a gypsy 

was, but I had heard tales and I definitely did not want to wind up being the protein in a 

gypsy stew pot bubbling away among the onions, carrots and paprika.  Picture it! 

 

At the time all I knew was that this woman scared me as much as that gigantic Ho-Ho-

Ho-ing mechanical Santa Clause in a downtown department store window at Christmas.  
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With time I outgrew my fright of both that Mr. Clause and gypsies.  That time came later, 

long after Mama had dismissed Mrs. Fox forthwith sans that day’s quarter.  I did not 

know what to expect from Mother when she came home from work, though my 

imagination was working overtime.  I need not have worried.  Mrs. Fox being a gypsy 

did not seem to be a concern to her; but, when she learned that I still had had no 

physical contact with that cursed instrument, Mother agreed that it was best she look 

elsewhere for my music tutelage.  She had wasted 50 cents – and I was not to hear the 

last of it.  I was just thankful to be rid of both Mrs. Fox and that vile instrument.  To this 

day I still have never laid a hand on a mandolin, a circumstance I intend to maintain. 

 

A year passed with only Mother’s piano lessons continuing.  Then, she hit on an idea.  

The church organist, Mr. English, was known to teach organ, piano and a variety of reed 

and brass instruments.  He was approached about taking me on as a private pupil on 

some instrument.  He agreed, but which instrument was it to be?  He did not teach any 

of the string instruments, so the mandolin was never a consideration.  I vetoed the 

cornet or trumpet.  Our minister’s sermons had succeeded in convincing me that it had 

the power to fell the walls of Jericho and I wanted nothing to do with being blamed for 

bringing down some neighborhood fence.  (I had indeed paid attention to the minister’s 

sermons, lest I be slapped into the “middle of next week,” a skipping of several days I 

thought unnecessary, probably painful, therefore something to be avoided.  I was not a 

masochist.)  That naïve notion about the crumbling Jericho wall, too, passed in time.  

Mother played the soprano saxophone in an all-female band, but never pressured me to 



 119 

go that route.  Besides, it was too big for my little boy fingers.  I liked the size of the B-

Flat clarinet.  It fit my hands.  That settled that.  Clarinet it was! 

 

My weekly lessons did not turn out as private as I had anticipated.  There were four of 

us taking group lessons, three girls about my age and me.  I enjoyed the lessons.  Mr. 

English was a very good teacher and three of us progressed quite nicely.  One girl was 

not much interested, didn’t practice as she should have done and dropped out at the 

end of the year.  We remaining three continued through the years, learned to play other 

members of the clarinet family, the oboe and the bassoon.  By junior high school and 

high school we were all in the bands and orchestras together.  Somewhere during those 

years when it became obvious that it would not have been a waste of money, Mother 

bought me my own Conn clarinet.  When I played the bass clarinet, oboe or bassoon, it 

was always on an instrument owned by the school or later, the university.  I wonder 

whatever happened to that B-flat clarinet?  Is it possible that some child somewhere is 

still playing it? 

 

In high school the band and orchestra directors encouraged me to prepare for the 

annual Texas Interscholastic League competitions.  Each year I was entered as soloist 

on several instruments and as a member of various trios and quartets.  I earned First 

Division medals for every entry except for one Second Division medal for a reed quartet 

in which I played bass clarinet.  I blamed that poor showing because of the bad choice 

of music assigned to us, but I could never prove it.  Obviously, the Second Division 
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rating was not my fault!  From this one could quite safely assume that I was learning, if I 

had not already done so, that very handy tactic called blame shifting. 

 

Shortly before my 12th birthday, Mr. English had a scheduling conflict.  He was teaching 

an organ student at the church and I was to meet him there for my lesson – I have 

forgotten which instrument, but I am fairly sure it was one of the double reeds – instead 

of at his home studio.  As has always been my wont, I was a bit early and crept 

noiselessly up to the organ loft to await the end of that student’s lesson.  I was hooked!  

I had never been that close to the organ before and I was fascinated. 

 

The piano had one keyboard.  This pipe organ’s console had three, plus all those funny 

things on the floor that Mr. English stomped with his feet – why, was beyond me.  And 

one could pull a knob here or there and make the sound change.  How it did that was 

another of life’s mysteries.  But I knew in an instant that I must learn how to make it do 

that.  When his student left I asked Mr. English if he’d show me how to play the organ 

instead of doing the scheduled lesson on the instrument I was carrying.  After all I was 

already playing the piano pretty well and the keyboard on the organ looked just like the 

piano, except that it was shorter and had fewer keys. 

 

Ever one to encourage his pupils, Mr. English thought it would do no harm to steal ten 

minutes from my lesson and indulge my fantasy for playing the organ.  We never did get 

to the regular lesson that day.  He knew my hands and fingers were sufficiently sized to 
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play the keyboard, even then I could play an octave and a third, if it were in C-Major.  

But he feared for the pedals until he had seated me properly on the bench and – 

surprise! – my legs were long enough to reach the pedals.  When he explained the 

pedals to me, I was so excited I almost levitated.  One could push a pedal with one’s 

foot and it sounded a note!!  What will they think of next? 

 

I couldn’t wait for Mother to get home from work and in an excitement that almost 

rendered me incomprehensible, I managed to stammer out my wish to drop my usual 

lesson and start lessons on the pipe organ.  Mother hesitated, probably pondering the 

possibility of me wanting her to buy one for me.  It hadn’t occurred to me to consider the 

fact that Mr. English might not accept me.  Somewhere along the way, Mother 

discussed organ lessons with Mr. English and the die was cast.  I embarked on organ 

lessons the next week.  As these progressed with every indication of success, Mother 

was ecstatic over the possibility of my becoming a church organist, that being the only 

outlet for most people who became competent on that instrument.  She was especially 

excited with the church part.  Mr. English seemed pleased with his contribution to 

helping relieve the shortage of church organists.  And I was more concerned with 

getting my way than pleasing those two, although the lessons cost Mother another 50¢ 

per week. 

 

After a while Mr. English began taking me to the monthly meetings of the local chapter 

of the American Guild of Organists.  After a year of instruction, he put me forward to 

playing something at one of the AGO meetings.  It must have been greeted well by the 
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other members present because during the summer of my 13th year I was asked to fill in 

for the vacationing organist at Trinity Lutheran Church.  Mother was alternately thrilled 

with my debut and horrified that it was Lutheran.  Thinking about it, she succumbed to 

the conclusion that I had probably been sufficiently indoctrinated in Methodism that I 

was safe from the Lutherans.  Of course, she had to drive me to and from choir 

rehearsals and services for those two weeks. Little did she know to what that little job 

would lead. 

 

 The author playing the piano at home.  Organ lessons soon started. 

 

There were several other short term fill-in jobs at various churches that summer.  One 

was Methodist.  I had been saved and Mother could relax!  Not only that, but a year 

later, when a vacancy opened up, I was offered a permanent job as church organist, as 

a Methodist church organist!  And it was a paying job -- my first!  Mother was still driving 

me to and from services and choir rehearsals.  The lessons with Mr. English continued, 

working on both technique and literature.  I thought I was in ecstasy.  Then it happened, 

what many organists dread.  December was only a few months away and the choir 

director announced a performance of Messiah by Handel.  Mr. English helped me with 
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fingering certain passages and I practiced the footwork.  By performance time I was 

comfortable with my playing and I hoped everyone else was, too.  Ecstasy was behind 

me – I was now in Heaven!!  The exhilaration I felt as Messiah went into rehearsal was 

beyond description.  But, there were complications.  

 

All had not gone exactly well.  Concentrating during rehearsals on keeping both hands 

and both feet in action, I had trouble turning pages without skipping some music.  The 

choir director came to my rescue by proposing a page turner, hopefully one who could 

read music, to sit on the bench beside me and turn pages when the time came.  That 

sounded like a good solution.  But the woman he picked, who’s name I have forgotten, 

could read music, but didn’t seem able to turn the pages a couple of bars ahead of my 

playing.  I solved that problem by giving her a cue.  Well, actually what I did was rather 

loudly shout “Now.”  For some reason this seemed to be rather disruptive and the choir 

director didn’t like the idea of my command being heard throughout the church. 

“Hallelujah -- NOW!” did not come off as something Handel had in mind.  So, I was 

cautioned to tone it down a hundred decibels or so.  The page turner and I decided on a 

head bob instead of an oral utterance.  To save time between numbers she also 

assisted me in re-setting the pistons for the next number.  All was now well and I only 

regretted that there was only one performance of Messiah that year.  The day came and 

I was nervous at first.  Getting into the music I soon relaxed and concentrated on what I 

was doing and what was required of me at the console.  The choir had just moved a few 

pages into that last great chorus, Worthy is the lamb, when I sensed trouble.  A 14-year-

old boy is not supposed to cry and I was determined not to, trying to convince myself 
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that the moisture forming around my pupils was nothing more than eye sweat.  But the 

exhilaration of that great oratorio and my being a part of it was almost too much and I 

sensed the beginnings of eye puddles.  Fearing that I would not be able to read the 

music through the moisture, I squeezed my eyelids as tightly as I could in repeated 

attempts to wring out the water.  It must have worked because I managed to continue 

until that last Amen died in echo throughout the church.  As she turned the last page, 

the lady noticed the rivulets on my face and blotted the tears of joy with a handkerchief 

she produced from somewhere.  After the benediction I launched into the Recessional 

music while the audience, choir members and soloists departed.  The choir director 

came by the console and gripped my shoulder as if to say “Well done, kid!”  Although I 

played Messiah and other great oratorios, cantatas and other liturgical music over the 

years, I never again experienced such euphoria as from that first Messiah.    I am sure I 

was not the only one who experienced the watering of the eyes.  Though we never 

discussed it, I suspect that both my Mother and Grandmother had wet handkerchiefs in 

their purses as we left the church that Sunday night.  They would have shed tears of joy 

in the pride they had in their “little boy.”  If I had any regret about that performance it 

was that the organ did not have a Trompette en chamade.  The bass air The Trumpet 

Shall Sound and the dead shall be raised cries out for those organ pipes.  If the dead 

were to be raised, I wanted to have the appropriate organ pipes to at least wake them 

up.  Alas, I had to make do with what the organ builder provided. 

 

A year or so later Mr. English felt I needed more study and that it would be in my best 

interests to study under another teacher.  I wasn’t too happy about his “dumping” me, 
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but both he and Mother explained over and over that I was not being “dumped” and that 

it was in the natural order of musical training that I learn what someone else had to 

teach.  I wasn’t ready to buy into their arguments until it was pointed out to me that I 

didn’t have just one English teacher or just one math teacher all through my school 

years.  I had a different one each year as the grades increased and from each I learned 

something new and different.  It was the same thing with organ teachers.  Begrudgingly, 

I acquiesced.  A new organ teacher was found for me, one who had a good reputation 

not only as an organist but also as a teacher.  He was a much older gentleman than Mr. 

English.  He was Mr. Marsh and he was the organist at St. Patrick’s, the biggest 

Catholic Church in the city.  Uh oh!  Mother pondered this for a bit before deciding that if 

I had survived the Lutherans, I was probably safe from the Catholics, especially since I 

would not be subject to their services, just using their pipe organ and their organist for a 

brief time each week.  The organ was a delight and so was Mr. Marsh, who’s teaching 

style was quite different from Mr. English’s but from whom I learned a great deal about 

technique and organ literature.  I had been playing on an old Pilcher tracker organ; St. 

Patrick’s was not a mechanical action organ – it had an electric console, which meant 

the touch was quite a bit different.  Pilcher had been building organs for a century, 

mostly mass produced like Ford automobiles, which meant they were priced at the low 

end for struggling church budgets.  Pilcher was bought out of business by Möller shortly 

after I started playing the organ.  The two events are not related.  It was merely a 

coincidence. 
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I was on my way.  When I went away to university, I soon got another position within 

walking distance of the university campus.   The income helped and before long my 

connections in the American Guild of Organists led to other – and better paying – 

positions.  At one time I was playing services at three churches at the same time; 

Methodist, Catholic and Christian Science.  Fortunately, the times of their services 

allowed this, though I seemed to be sitting on somebody’s organ bench on Sundays 

most of the time from 8:00 a.m. until 2:00 p.m.  What a thrill!  Mother never knew I was 

also playing for Catholics and Christian Scientists.  Some things are best kept to 

oneself. 

 

Over the years of my church organ playing and my exposure to various religious cants 

caused me to examine my own beliefs.  Additional reading and study honed my 

perspective, culminating in my conclusion that religion is hardly more than organized 

superstition for political and commercial purposes and I readily identified with Thorpe 

Athelny’s comment to Philip Carey in Maugham’s Of Human Bondage: “Religion is a 

matter of temperament; you will believe anything if you have the religious turn of mind, 

and if you haven’t it doesn’t matter what beliefs are instilled into you, you will grow out of 

them.”  I grew out of some beliefs, but retained others.  Perhaps my beliefs are closer to 

the deist position of Thomas Jefferson, though I don’t subscribe to the belief that “the 

Bible [is] one big tranquilizer for the feeble-minded.” (Emlyn Williams, Beyond Belief) 

 

During my organ playing days there were many very memorable events in addition to 

that first Messiah.  I will not belabor you will all of them, but one stands out in my 
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memory as especially poignant.  Prior to going on his church’s mission to Finland a past 

student of mine asked me to play the organ at his Farewell Testimonial.  I was deeply 

touched, especially so since I was not a member of his faith.  The program gave me 

several opportunities to play solos as well as accompanying the hymns.  As one of the 

solos I chose to play my own improvisation of that great Mormon hymn O My Father.  

After the service I was mobbed by people telling me how moving it was and my ex-

student hugged me with tears of thanksgiving in his eyes. 

 

Along the way it became evident that I was not going to become a concert organist.  I 

had no memory!  This is another of life’s mysteries.  I had no problem memorizing long 

lines of poetry.  I had no problem memorizing the words and music for the glee club and 

mixed chorus.  But I simply could not memorize instrumental music.  I struggled with 

Beethoven sonatas, with Mozart and Bach, to no avail.  I was a good sight reader, but 

my fingers could not remember a note.  I had to have the written score in front of me. I 

found transposition no problem at all, in fact I usually transposed hymns and anthems 

from those four awful sharps down a half tone into three flats and nobody ever knew the 

difference, except maybe the choir director.  If he did, he kept it to himself.  I was even 

rather proud of myself at improvisation.  Church services always provided opportunities 

to indulge this skill.  I recall one minister who was particularly fond of my providing soft 

background music at certain points in the service, always ready with a resolution in case 

he considered ceasing talking, using only the Vox Humana or Vox Celesta behind his 

seemingly interminable droning.  I hated those weepy, morbid organ stops, which I was 

wont to call Vox Vomica. 



 128 

There were those on the university faculty who assumed that I must be majoring in 

music, what with my organ playing in church, singing in the men’s glee club (second 

tenor) and mixed chorus, playing in the marching band and orchestra.  One professor 

was horrified to learn that I was taking classes in geology and chemistry.  I explained 

that I came from a family background that believed one should learn as much as 

possible about everything.  That did little to assuage the professor’s sense that I was 

being wasted on something so trivial and unmusical.  I spent the next 21 years as some 

church’s organist, but only those that had good pipe organs. I had become quite 

choosey. While I enjoyed playing the organ immensely, somewhere along the way I 

realized that this was not the kind of full-time employment that would pay the kinds of 

bills I hoped to have.  I only gave up full-time organ-playing when my regular job so 

encroached on my time that I had to make a choice.  While “pay-to-play” is a well-known 

ploy in politics, church budgets did not seem capable of participating in that well-known 

practice, meaning that I could “play” but the church didn’t have quite the financial means 

to “pay.”  They didn’t and so I didn’t. 

 

While the performance part of my life eventually came to an end, music still played a 

significant role.   When I was a child, we had a Victrola, a big floor-model type that 

seemed twice as tall as I was.  Mother would turn a crank on the side of the mahogany 

cabinet, prop up the lid and place a thin, round thing inside, lower an arm and out would 

come glorious music.  Actually, in retrospect it wasn’t nearly as glorious as what today’s 

compact disc players with high fidelity speakers can produce, but what did a kid know 

about the future in those Depression days. 
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It was the music that came from that huge, dark cabinet that thrilled me.  I don’t recall all 

the recordings in the family’s collection – and I don’t know whatever happened to those 

records – but, some of the music will be with me forever.  Some of the platters produced 

symphonic music; some gave forth vocal selections, which much later I learned were 

arias from operas, whatever that was.  It was the glorious voices singing snippets from 

opera that thrilled me the most.  Those human voices transported me to new realms of 

ecstasy.  Of course I had no idea what the singers were saying in languages I didn’t 

speak and any understanding of the operas from which the arias came was another 

area of my ignorance, but I memorized the sounds and sang along with them. 

 

Some of the artists and selections I remember to this day.  My favorite singer was 

probably Rosa Ponselle.  She must have been a favorite of my Mother’s, too, since we 

had several of her recordings.  I especially recall pleading with Mother to play the “Pace, 

Pace, Mio Dio” from La Forza del Destino, “Ernani involami” from Ernani, that glory of 

glories “Casta diva” from Norma, “Un bel di” from Madama Butterfly, and several others.  

Also, there were recordings by Caruso, Galli-Curci, Chaliapin, Melba, Tetrazzini and 

Farrar.  My listening time with these recordings was limited in order to preserve them.  

Repeated abrading of them with the steel needles gradually wore them down rendering 

them eventually unplayable.  Bamboo needles were less abrasive, but the fidelity of the 

sound suffered. 

 

Other music played on that machine was instrumental.  If I name a few of my favorite 

selections Dr. Freud would have been able to cast a few probably unflattering 
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observations about me, my psyche and my personality.  Whether or not he might have 

been correct in his conclusions is another question.  I loved, and still do, the Beethoven 

Symphony No. 9 in D-minor, the Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto in D-minor, the Bach 

Toccata and Fugue in D-minor, the Mozart Requiem (in D-minor) and the Franck 

Symphony in D-minor.  I could list many other favorite orchestral works, but the pattern 

should be evident.  I would seem to be a D-minor personality or at least my musical 

taste runs in that tonality as well as to other minor keys.  I don’t disparage the major 

keys as I have many favorites composed in those signatures as well. 

 

The fraternization code restricting one to his or her class in high school was relaxed in 

athletics, music and in certain other extracurricular activities.  So, in my junior year in 

high school a fellow band member had the brilliant idea of forming a small dance band 

for which he recruited four other boys to make up the quintet.  I was one of those boys, 

the only one not named Jack.  Jack #1, the ringleader, would play alto saxophone, I 

would play tenor saxophone, Jack #2 would play clarinet, Jack #3 would play trumpet 

and the fourth Jack would bang the drums any way but softly.  As it turned out his role 

was to do his best to cover up any distressingly sour harmonies produced by the rest of 

us.  At best we were a bizarre group.  None of us seemed to realize that the best 

combos of this sort were composed of musicians who played by ear.  None of us did, 

but we could all read music.  Jack #1 had a larger allowance than the rest of us put 

together, so he purchased four copies of piano reductions of popular songs of the day.  

Since this sheet music for slow dancing was written in four parts, each of us 

instrumentalists was assigned a certain line.  Often I had to transpose my line up an 
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octave, but that was no problem.  With no copy of drum music the drummer could just 

wing it on his own, ad lib-ing as if he were an alien in some other universe.  He usually 

managed to get into the spirit of the music by the third or fourth bar.  From the start 

rehearsals were a big problem.  The country was in the midst of World War II and 

severe rationing.  Since the five of us did not live close by, transportation to Jack #1’s 

house for practice was a major problem, especially so in the evenings when public 

transportation had ceased to operate for the day.  Without proper rehearsal time our 

sound suffered, as soon would our audiences who were unfortunate enough to have to 

listen to us.  The school administration learned of our group.  Desperate at one time for 

a program for the weekly student assembly program, we were asked (demanded) to 

perform.  It could only be described as a stop-gap measure.  The daily student 

assembly period was shortly after lunch, so I suppose our performance was meant to 

keep afternoon siestas at bay.  We were certainly capable of keeping everyone awake.  

This was our first time before a general audience other than the parents of Jack #1.  We 

thought of it as a command performance and we did our best, though truthfully the 

English language had invented a word sometime in the past which aptly applied to our 

performance – awful.  At least that was how I saw it, more correctly it was as I heard it.  

The student audience was more than generous in its applause.  Actually, I think they 

were clapping their approval that we were finished, not to show their appreciation for our 

dubious musical talent.  We limped through the year trying to convince ourselves that 

we were making improvement.  We played one dance in the school gymnasium.  During 

the war years most such activities had been cancelled, actually never scheduled, but 

the powers that be thought one dance might boost morale.  The opportunity for an 
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outing was probably more of a morale booster than was our music.  By the end of the 

school year with the graduation of two Jacks it was apparent that we had no future, thus 

saving the music world from more of our imposed agony.  Our nameless little combo 

faded into history never to be resuscitated.  If any of the Jacks survive and read this, I 

apologize for reminding them of this unfortunate but memorable year in our lives.  It 

must have been about this time that I came to the conclusion that popular music was 

not my forte, either in performance or in taste. 

 

Since those early days of such transporting music and because of the experience with 

the combo, I have had little patience with what passes as “popular music” and when 

years later I came across a comment by Geraldine Farrar regarding popular music, I 

could not have agreed more.  She wrote: “Personally, I despise popular music.  The 

younger generation is entitled to enjoy all the vulgarities and noise its courser tastes 

relish, if that must be its preference.”  Of today’s vulgar popular music with my blessing 

she would say that people who love that kind of noise have “the perception of a moron.”  

This was the lady whose singing could best be described by Psalm 10:8 as a joyful 

noise.  Popular music is the choice of common people, who after all are only common.  

For me, today’s pop music is little more than intentionally ruined music perpetrated by 

those who are misnamed as talented.  (Much the same can be said of contemporary 

poetry: intentionally ruined prose in the name of creativity!)  Musically, I concur with Carl 

Nielsen who regarded a “melodic third as a gift from God, a fourth as an experience, 

and a fifth as supreme bliss.”  Mozart observed that “Music, even in situations of the 

greatest horror, should never be painful to the ear, but should flatter and charm it, and 
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thereby always remain music.”  Remarking in appreciation of Handel’s compositions 

English Countess Granville at age 80 writing to her cousin in 1734 exclaimed “There is, 

I think, no accomplishment so great as music, for it tunes the mind.”  What would 

Mozart think of today’s musical horrors?  I think I know, for the minds of many people 

today are woefully out of tune. 
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THAT’S ENTERTAINMENT 

The truth is, I do indulge myself a little the more in pleasure,  

knowing that this is the proper age of my life to do it. 

        --Samuel Pepys 

 

After feeding, sleeping and fretting over not getting his way, most children spend a great 

deal of time in amusements, often thought by some to be a waste of time; but it is 

critically important to a growing boy.  I should know; I was one, therefore I know of what 

I speak.  This is the cultural milieu of a young child.  Some amusement is provided by 

adults, but they soon tire of such childish trivial pursuits.  If there be other children in the 

house or nearby, entertainment and play of various sorts are readily available and much 

time is consumed in these endeavors, some of which are thought to be socially, 

educational and otherwise instructional.  The child’s attention span lengthens as he 

grows older and acquires more skills and the type of amusement changes.  I was not so 

lucky as to have siblings and the neighborhood in which I lived was almost bereft of 

children around my own age.  There were a few much older children – hardly children, 

actually teenagers -- around and I recall a young couple up the block who had a 

mewling offspring of some sort a couple of years old in whom I had absolutely no 

interest.  Even though I was only four or so years older, I had passed through the 

teething, diapering, slobbering phase of babyhood and wanted nothing more to do with 
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it, either as a participant or as an observer.  Somewhat to the consternation of Mother 

and the thing’s parents I put my little foot down when asked to “play” with it.  My dog, 

Boots, and my cat, the chickens and the rabbits were preferable companions.  They 

soon gave up trying to foist that drooling humanoid on me.  Isn’t it strange that I cannot 

remember if it were a boy or a girl?  Whatever the case, it must have been one or the 

other. 

 

Before going any farther let me make one thing plain about the 1930s.  Bought 

entertainment was a very rare indulgence, at least in my family.   What little money 

people had, my family included, had to be used for other and more important things, 

such as food, clothing and shelter – life’s essentials.  That wasn’t all bad, since the 

inability to spend money on entertainment meant that if we were to be entertained, we 

had to find creative ways of doing so.  We did . . . and it wasn’t all bad.  For the child an 

exception was made and the budget provided for toys, probably at the expense of some 

kind of bought entertainment for the adults.  I am sure my family did forego some things 

for themselves in order to further indulge me. 

 

An only child finds his own ways of investing his time when not otherwise involved in the 

necessities of life and growing up.  I was never lonesome.  Toys assume a position of 

considerable importance in helping that child wile away the hours.  I was not lacking in 

toys from which to select how to indulge myself.  Should I play with the tinker toys, the 

Gilbert erector sets, the tiddlywinks, pick-up sticks, building blocks, various balls, jacks, 

marbles, the chemistry paraphernalia or the carpentry tools?  At gift time toys of a 
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decidedly educational type were the choice as they not only taught me something but 

also encouraged my imagination and creativity.  The cars and airplanes beckoned and 

there was always the model train set, thanks to Lionel, for which each year at Christmas 

or birthday more cars, tracks or villages were added.  Or, perhaps the Lincoln logs.  

Sometimes it was quite a chore to choose with which to occupy myself for a while.    

Fortunately, there was not a sibling to argue with, either.  It was all mine, mine, mine 

and nobody else could touch my toys.   

 

I had been taught from birth to take care of my toys.  If I mishandled one or even 

contemplated breaking something, I was admonished repeatedly that there would not 

be a replacement.  The threat lingered that I might never get another toy for my birthday 

and Santa Clause would be so upset with me as to never bring me another.  Oh, Santa 

Clause was a vengeful benefactor!  Of course, he never directly threatened me himself.  

Mother was his go-between, a kind of intercessor who appeared to know his intentions 

and commitments.  Little did I know that she was also Santa Clause’s handmaiden, 

shopping assistant, bursar and delivery person.  Some revelations must wait for another 

time.  Sometimes I think I liked it better before all was revealed. 

 

Take good care of my toys I did.  I had no intention of risking my future.  Besides, I liked 

what I had and took good care of them.  Risk, when properly prepared for to insure the 

least amount of calamity, was a good thing in many ways, but not only where toys were 

concerned. This lesson in conservation was coupled with another tenet called 

organization, otherwise known as “a place for everything and everything in its place.”  I 
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could play with my toys as long as I liked, but when I was finished I could not just walk 

away and leave them in the middle of the floor.  Whatever I had out to play with had to 

be put away properly in its place.  Most of the toys were housed in a large wooden box, 

a kind of chest, constructed by my grandfather expressly for that purpose.  And I 

couldn’t just dump the toys in the box; they had to be correctly and patiently arranged – 

organized – and not jumbled up together, which would almost certainly create breakage.  

Fear is a prime motivator and I did not want to risk being left out on the next opportunity 

for gift giving, more specifically gift taking.  I learned early to organize, said in later life to 

be another of my virtues.  Skill is probably a more descriptive word to apply to my 

organizational ability and in those early days I honed my toy organizational skills several 

times a day. 

 

Perhaps that accounts for my treasuring gifts.  A gift, whether from Santa Clause, the 

Easter Bunny or some real person was always something very special and I saved gifts 

as a remembrance of the affection of the giver.  Okay, I’m a pack rat.  I find it very 

difficult to dispose of a gift, even one I didn’t want, don’t know what to do with or find 

unattractive.  Somehow throwing away a gift seems like closing a door on that friend 

who wished to be thought dearer by the gift.  Here’s an extreme example.  Many years 

later when I married, my wife and I received seven identical bean pots, those pieces of 

crockery one is supposed to use in the preparation of Boston Baked or other beans.  Of 

course we wrote the obligatory thank you notes, not believing a single word.  Not one of 

those pots was ever used, at least by us.  They took up space on the most 

inconvenient, out-of-the-way cabinet shelf, being dusted every few years while 
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wondering what the deuce we were going to do with them.  As you might expect, we 

considered disposing of them over time as gifts to others, but gave up on this idea as 

we didn’t want to risk the possibility of its back-firing.  Eventually, a cross-country move 

resolved the problem as we decided it was not worth the cost to pay the moving 

company to relocate something we knew we would never use.  It was still a rather 

wrenching experience to part with a gift . . . or seven.  They found a new home at Good 

Will, still in their original boxes. 

 

Though not exactly toys, over the years my collection of books grew and I read my 

favorites over and over.  I still do that.  I enjoyed the art books and the others with 

pictures.  Learning to read was a great asset as it allowed me greater enjoyment of the 

more advanced books that came my way.  Those very small, fat story books were a 

delight, as was Boy’s Life magazine.  I do not remember its title, but one book I received 

when I was about 7 or 8 years old is a treasured memory.  I wish I still had that book.  It 

was larger than most children’s books, perhaps 8 ½” by 11” or 9” by 12.”  It must have 

been considered “a boy’s book,” since all the stories were about boys.  Many of the 

stories were about a real, historical person.  Of course the history part describing the 

boy and pursuits in his life were shortened and “written down” for a child’s reading and 

comprehension levels.  How many stories were in the book escapes me, but I have a 

vivid memory of the tales about Alexander (Alexandros III of Macedon), King Tut (Tut 

Ankh Amun), Pu Yee (last Chinese emperor) and the little Dutch boy with his finger in 

the dike’s hole.  Other stories were about a boy with ice skates and another about a 9-

year-old boy who became a British Lord and later great poet.  And there was that fiction 
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about George Washington and a cherry tree. Undoubtedly, this book is what excited in 

me a life-long interest in and fascination for the Macedonian Succession and the 18th 

Egyptian pharaonic dynasty.  It was many years later before I discovered the genius of 

Lord Byron’s poetry.  I have a vague recollection of a companion to this book, which 

would be considered a “girl’s book.”  Somewhere in the far recesses of memory is a 

story of a girl named Joan who led an army and another story of a girl named Catherine 

who became queen of a country not her own.  At that time in my very young life, girls 

occupied little interest for me, which may account for my failing to remember the stories 

from that book.  I guess whoever gave me that book wished to insure that I had a 

balanced perspective on the accomplishments of both genders. 

 

The radio provided me with much amusement, entertainment and instruction.  At that 

time in my life I did not maintain a Day Planner, except the one in my head.  I knew the 

exact time and day when all my favorite radio programs were broadcast and managed 

my time so as never to be late for those programs.  Oh, yes, somewhere along the way 

I had learned to tell time and there was that old family Seth Thomas mantle clock 

clanging away every fifteen minutes to keep me reminded, assuming that it had been 

properly rewound before going to bed the night before.  There were musical programs 

listened to by the whole family, especially the Saturday performances from the 

Metropolitan Opera, the musical programs The Voice of Firestone on Monday nights 

and later The Bell Telephone Hour.  Although there was no other choice, we had a Bell 

telephone.  My family purchased only Firestone tires, too, in order to support the radio 

program.  The Metropolitan Opera was sponsored by Texaco, so it followed that Mother 
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bought only Texaco gasoline and oil products for the car for the same reason.    In those 

days commercial sponsors had better taste in the programs they underwrote than the 

dreck they endorse in all media today.  Paraphrasing H. L. Menken, you will never go 

broke underestimating the public standard of good taste.  On the subject of loyalty to 

brands, my family used only White Swan coffee and other White Swan canned and 

packaged staples.  White Swan was the in-house brand of various products sold by the 

wholesale grocery company for which Mother was employed.  Detergent was never 

anything but Oxydol.  Soaps were Ivory (99 44/100% pure – they didn’t round this one 

up!) for casual hand washing, Lava for extremely grimy hands.  Bath soap was 

Lifebuoy.  The women’s hand lotion was Jergens and the women’s face cream was 

Pons.  I could go on listing the brand labels to which we were committed, but I think you 

get the idea.  Since I was a child I had no say in these matters.  I guess comparative 

shopping was something that wasn’t very prevalent during my growing up days. 

 

Music often entertained us during the evenings after dinner.  In my family we observed 

dinner en famille six days a week, but on Sundays it was supper, the difference being 

quite subtle and unremarkable.  At dinner each place setting included a salt cellar so 

each person could season the food according to taste and there was on the sideboard a 

small glass dish of toothpicks ready in case of need.  After the dishes had been done 

Mother often played the piano and when I learned a few simple tunes I added to the 

performances.  If neither of us played, the Victrola would be cranked up, a record put on 

the turntable and we listened to glorious vocal or instrumental music.  After repeated 



 141 

playing and being told the background of the selection, I learned more and more about 

music, especially the operatic selections. 

 

  Salt Cellar and toothpick dish. 

 

The radio also provided programs just for me.  Of course other children could listen in, 

too.  Hurrying home from grade school as it was called in those days, I got my snack of 

saltine crackers and Dr. Pepper (in a glass bottle, not in a can) just in time to listen to 

Jack Armstrong, the All-American Boy and his pursuits.  Each episode ended on a cliff-

hanger and I agonized with anticipation for the next day’s program to find out how he 

would extricate himself.  It was exciting to try to predict how he would do it and I was 

infallibly wrong.  I probably don’t need to belabor the point that Jack Armstrong was the 

good kid, always doing the right thing, always on the good side of the law and always 

out to help everyone who might be in trouble or have a problem.  Didn’t all of us boys 

want to be just like Jack?  He was our hero, our model.   Or maybe we wanted to be like 

another of the radio heroes, The Lone Ranger.  While I enjoyed the radio program I 

never wanted to be someone like the Lone Ranger because I was not that fond of 

horses and I was convinced that a horse was essential to someone like him.   In those 
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days our heroes were not jail birds, criminals, drug addicts or other of the social scum, 

which seem to be the ones today’s youth emulate, especially if they are professional 

athletes or rock-and-roll musicians.  Another radio program I listened to was Stella 

Dallas.  I followed this program for a while until I found it so cloyingly saccharine that I 

turned off the radio and went to the kitchen to watch my Grandmother cook.  Her 

favorite radio “soap opera” was called Ma Perkins.  If I ever listened to it, I have 

conveniently forgotten what it was about, but I suspect she was interested in it because 

the program was sponsored by Oxydol.  I remember that much. 

 

There was a program on Saturday morning that was not to be missed.  It was called 

Let’s Pretend.  I don’t remember any of the story lines, but the premise was to cause the 

listener to imagine what was happening.  Along with the spoken dialogue there were 

realistic sound effects which tempted us to create in our minds a visual image of what 

transpired in the story.  It was a marvelous exercise in developing imagination and 

creative thinking, which has harmed me not one bit in later years.  Today, television 

programs show us everything, making it unnecessary to think.  That long-ago radio 

series made me think as almost nothing on mind-numbing television does today.  

Curiously, today I often do not watch programs on television but listen to an especially 

well done one while I go about doing something else.  I create in my mind a picture of 

what is happening and what the people look like.  I suspect my mental image may often 

be superior to the one shown on the monitor. 
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On those Saturday mornings many other kids went to free films at the movie houses.  

The “price” of admission was the submission of a wrapper from a loaf of Wonder bread.  

I suppose the Wonder Baking Company sponsored the free movies as a way of enticing 

kids to demand that their parents buy that awful bread so they could have the wrapper 

to use at the box office.  Though I never ate any, I had been led to believe that the 

wrapper might have been more tasteful and nutritious than its contents.  I recall that kids 

would tear the crust away and use the remaining crumb of the bread squished together 

to form a variety of figures, using it like modeling clay.  It is possible that everything has 

some use.  Since my Grandmother baked our bread every day, we rarely bought bread 

and when we did it was Mrs. Baird’s.  My family thought Wonder bread was hardly more 

than thick blotting paper and nobody with good taste would eat the stuff.  Besides, by 

the time I came along our fountain pens used instant-dry ink, thereby rendering old 

fashioned blotting paper obsolete.  Whether or not a slice of Wonder bread would 

absorb ink was never determined, since we didn’t have any around with which to 

experiment or I probably would have done so. 

 

On warm summer evenings we played croquet on the court which we set up in the back 

yard or told stories.  Sometimes books were read aloud.  For me there were lightening 

bugs to be caught and I did my best to rid our yard of these fireflies, trapping them in a 

Mason jar and watching them flicker their tail lights until asphyxiation or some other 

cause ended their little lives.  I once asked why they flickered light and got an answer I 

was never allowed to use: “Because.”  I decided then and there that adults played by 

different rules and I made up my mind that when I became an adult I would make up my 
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own rules just as they had.  And I’ll bet I could come up with a better explanation of why 

lightening bugs blinked than “Because” even if the reason I advanced were not factual.  

Perhaps they blinked to save their little batteries.  A constant light would have run the 

battery down much quicker.  At least that was my thinking.  Okay, I was mistaken and I 

still do not know the answer.  Perhaps I should look it up. 

 

I was about 7 or 8 when my Grandfather, a master carpenter decided that his grandson 

needed every kid’s dream of a tree house.  In the middle of the large vacant lot 

adjoining our house was an old, big hackberry tree which has been growing in 

preparation for me and my tree house for decades, its huge, strong limbs splayed 

horizontally and spaced just right to provide a good foundation for the tree house.  Papa 

had to do some trimming of branches to make way for the construction, especially to 

allow for height, which was of his design and most likely was the tree house he wished 

he had had as a little boy.  Today we would say the floor of the tree house had a 

footprint of about 8 feet square, a size which I thought was huge.  Actually, the 

dimension was probably determined by the standard length of lumber, thereby removing 

the necessity of doing a lot of sawing.  Three walls had windows with glass panes which 

could be slid open or closed.  The fourth wall contained the latching door and it, too, had 

a glass-paned but smaller window.  The roof had a slight slope to drain off rain water 

and snow.  One day during the construction I asked Papa if he were wearing the “thing,” 

the name of which I couldn’t remember, but knew that he wore it under his clothes.  

“The truss?  Not today, son” he answered.  I had come upon this strange apparatus 

sometime earlier and decided that if Papa wore one for some unexplained reason then I 
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wanted one in my size.  I was told I didn’t “need it,” always a ready explanation when 

any request I made was to be denied.  I still don’t need one, so I guess that settles that. 

 

Grandmother made window curtains and a crocheted rag rug to give the tree house a 

more domesticated appearance.  A few toss pillows completed the look.  I furnished the 

interior with brick and board shelves along the wall opposite the door, which took me 

many trips up and down to get the materials into the house.   On the shelves I lined up 

my prettiest rocks, a few choice toys and certain books and magazines which I liked to 

read undisturbed in my aerie.  On the top shelf were two of my most prized 

possessions, gifts from and later memories of my grandfather.  One was his old 

collapsible drinking cup, etch dated February 23, 1897; he had carried it daily to his 

work as master carpenter for the Santa Fe Railway.  The second prize was his pocket 

knife, which he said had been given to him as a young man by his father.  I still have 

both of these treasures.   
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  Papa’s old collapsible drinking cup and pocket knife. 

 

The first shelf held my collection of Boy’s Life magazines and Big Little Books.  Big Little 

Books, which cost ten cents each, were about 4 inches square and varied in thickness 

from one to two inches.  There were many illustrations of whatever was described in the 

text.  Many were famous novels or Great Books which had been “written down” for the 

reading level and vocabulary of 8-10 year olds.  I recall Bulwer-Lytton’s The Last Days 

of Pompeii and The Three Musketeers by Alexandre Dumas.  At the time I did not know 

the difference between pere and fils.  Other volumes were stories written expressly for 

young kids, like Buck Rogers, The Lone Ranger, Jack Armstrong, Dick Tracy, Flash 

Gordon and Mickey Mouse. I loved the tree house, which was just above the swing 

which had been installed on one of the support tree limbs several years earlier.  Even in 

cold weather I could take myself up to my tree house, wrap up in a blanket, and escape 

into whatever fantasy I happened to have before me that day. 
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I have often wondered what happened to all those Big Little Books which gave me such 

reading pleasure and on which I expended much of my allowance over a period of 

several years.  Memory has not served me well in this regard.  Were those treasures 

thrown away?  Were they given away to some other child who enjoyed them as I did?  

Were they accidentally destroyed?  Were they still in the tree house when Mother sold 

the property while I was away at the university?  There is no one left who might shed 

some light on these questions, so I shall never know unless some lightning flash of 

recollection strikes me.  What I do know is that there is one of those Big Little Books still 

in my possession, perhaps a favorite one I found it too difficult to part from.  It is Jack 

Armstrong and the Ivory Treasure.   One day I’ll take it out and re-read it. 

 

  The Big Little Book was based on the famous radio series. 

 

That crocheted rag rug that my Grandmother made is long gone, but I still have the 

hook she used to make it.  It had been whittled by my Grandfather shortly after they 

were married in 1882.  It is made of some dark hard wood, kept preserved and 

smoothed by the skin oil and many uses by a loving hand as they made a great many of 
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those rugs which later frou-frou interior decorators would use in houses where the 

equally frou-frou owners wanted “the craftsman look.”  Looking at that old crochet hook 

one might assume that the worn place was the result of poor workmanship in its 

carving; not the case, however.  It was worn away by my Grandmother’s thumb and 

constant use in making many rugs.  Crocheting, along with tatting, was another of those 

skills to be learned by all young girls and women who expected to become 

domesticated.  My Grandmother’s tatting shuttle is still in my possession, too.  Though I 

was imbued with a great deal of native curiosity, a line has to be drawn somewhere.  I 

never was interested in knowing how a tatting shuttle worked and I still don’t know.  

Perhaps it is because one day when I was playing with my blocks or something under 

the quilting frames that had been set up in the dining room, my Grandmother and her 

friends were overheard to say something about “whipping.”  That word always caught 

my attention and I set about trying to remember if I had done something for which a 

whipping was imminent.  Later, I inquired in order to be as ready as I could be with an 

alibi or excuse or apology and it was explained to me that this word also described a 

type of procedure involving a needle and thread.  In this case it was a type of stitch 

used to bind several small tatted panels into a much larger one, which in fact turned out 

to be the top of the quilt the ladies were working on.  I was greatly relieved to learn that 

the fly swatter would not be called forth.  For a while I was still safe; the flies were not.  
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  Mama’s crochet hook and tatting shuttle 

 

One day it was not a fantasy that lured me to the tree house.  There was a real situation 

to face and I was up to it.  Something wasn’t quite right.  The door of the tree house was 

ajar, the door which I always latched upon leaving.  Immediately, I scaled the ladder 

steps on the trunk of the tree and looked inside to find an interloper, a kid slightly 

younger than I.  He was sitting in the middle of MY tree house!  Compounding this 

felony, he had one of my Boy’s Life magazines spread out on his knees. I suppose he 

had been reading it before my interruption.  I was livid!  I launched into a verbal attack, 

threatening to throw him to the ground, causing him slowly to scootch back as far as he 

could from me as my tirade gathered momentum.  I didn’t let up, giving him no time to 

respond to my threats.  Having exhausted the first of my vitriol, he stammered that he 

saw the pretty tree house and wanted to see inside it.  Of course, he meant no harm 

and would go if I would get out of his way and let him out.  By this time I had my second 

wind and started in on him again.  I was bigger than he was, at least taller, so I felt 

secure that I could make him obey my threats.  This was more than he could take and 

he started to whimper.  I’m a softy for tears and even at that early age it was more than I 

could take.  He asked if he could stay a bit longer.  He said he would go.  He was 

crying.  I was confounded as to what to do next.  In my mind must have echoed my 
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Mother’s admonition to “Play nice, now!”  With tears on his face this little boy laid his 

head on my crossed knees and begged forgiveness . . . and I forgave, but not without 

giving it a few minutes consideration.  We settled down and told each other our names – 

his was Bobby, later just Bob, each being short for Robert.   

 

We began spending time together, sometimes just sitting silently in my tree house in the 

late afternoon engrossed in whatever each of us was reading, sometimes hashing over 

our day’s experiences in school.  Since he lived some distance from me we were not in 

the same grade school.  We shared tales of our school chums, our teachers, our 

classes, the school buildings and whatever happened on the play grounds.  We were of 

such different personalities, interests and abilities it is surprising that we became such 

good friends.  Though I have no diplomas in substantiation of my qualifications, I am an 

untrained amateur psychologist with a theory about an only child.  Call it what I saw in 

the mirror.  With apologies to Sigmund Freud, it goes like this.  I suspect we go through 

the first few decades of life in search of siblings or quasi-siblings, perhaps even pseudo-

siblings.  Not every other sibling-less person encountered will qualify as pick of the litter, 

but finding that one or two along the way who qualify by whatever mysterious measure 

greatly enhances the life of the only child.  Looking back from the perspective of time 

Bobby and I must have become bonded brothers on that fateful day.  He, too, was an 

only child.  Over the years I had a lot of time to regret being such a bully to him that first 

day and we soon lost count of my many apologies and his equal number of 

acceptances.  We became life-long devoted friends.  I was god-father to his son and I 

miss him now that he is gone and it is my time to weep. 
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A favorite pastime for Bobby and I was building outlandish constructions with my Gilbert 

Erector Set pieces.  Of course, it was always possible to build something that was 

identifiable, a castle, a bridge, a Ferris Wheel, etc.  It was more fun when we invented 

our own game which we called “Your Time.”  We would deal out a pile of erector pieces 

to each of us.  Since I was the owner of the pieces I was the first to “go” which meant I 

would lay down a chosen piece and say “Your time.”  Bobby would select a piece to 

attach to the one I had put forth.  Then he would say “Your time” and I would do the 

same.  This went on until we had constructed a form of no recognizable features and 

had used up all our pieces or else grown tired of the exercise.  Then we would tear 

down the edifice and start all over again . . . or perhaps go on to something else. 

 

One day Bobby and I were sitting in my tree house reading.  He was amusing himself 

with one of my Big Little Books, I have forgotten which one, when he interrupted my 

reverie to show me a line drawing picture of a curious machine.  It was meant to hurl 

things such as big rocks as missiles.  The single word caption identified it as a 

trebuchet.  Since neither of us knew this word or how to pronounce it, we called it a 

“tree bucket.”  Later I looked it up and found it to be an ancient military engine of some 

sort.  Meanwhile, Bobby and I decided to build one . . . on a much smaller scale, of 

course.  I got out my erector set and we collaborated on building something similar.  

None of the erector pieces would accommodate a missile.  I resurrected the remains of 

an earlier gift, a leather craft kit, and we fashioned a sling from a piece of leather left 

over from a billfold I had made earlier.  Our construction was hardly worthy of the name 

trebuchet, but it did manage to toss a small pebble a foot or two across the floor.  I 
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thought it would be a lark to load the engine with an egg, raw of course, and see how far 

it could fling it.  We spent the next half hour cleaning up the mess on the floor of my tree 

house before we dismantled the thing and put the erector set pieces back in their boxes.   

 

Only once did I take Bobby to the pool in a creek I had discovered when I had been 

allowed to extend my ramblings beyond the immediate neighborhood.  It was perhaps a 

quarter to a half mile away.  The water flowed very slowly.  In a crook of the creek a 

pool had formed against a high bank on one side and a sandy and pebbly crescent that 

we kids thought of as a “beach” on the inner side of the elbow.  The water was not much 

bigger than the average sized living room, but to us it was a nice place to fish and swim.  

Papa had fashioned fishing gear for me out of a tree branch with a line, a sinker, a 

bobber and a hook.  Bait worms were easily dug from our garden and I must have 

thought of myself as a kind of Texas Tom Sawyer, pole over shoulder and worm can in 

hand.  The fishing was more for fun than profit.  Catch of any day was a sun perch or 

two, maybe a catfish, all small.  But, when I met up with other, older boys at the water 

hole we often built a small fire and roasted a fish as a nice snack, though a perch is 

more bones than meat.  And none of us had the foresight to bring tarter sauce!  Other 

times the fire was used to bake a purloined potato that one of us may have pocketed 

from home for just such an occasion.  Boiling an egg in an empty bait can was fun, too.  

One of the boys found a flat piece of metal.  Sometimes we washed it in the creek, 

balanced it on large rocks above the small fire and “scrambled” an egg or two.  The 

result mostly stuck to the improvised grill, but we had fun anyway.  Good cooks we 

weren’t, but we were learning that it took more than 10 minutes to bake a potato and 30 
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minutes in boiling water produced an almost inedible, rubbery, rock-hard egg.  Bobby’s 

one visit with me to the pool was not something he wished to do again.  I wonder if he 

weren’t less than anxious to share me with the other boys in our caprices.  I learned 

from the older boys that the pool had a name.  They called it Peter Deep.   

 

One day at the pool one of the boys displayed a curious contraption, a small cloth bag 

and a folder of small tissue-like paper.  Of course he was much more mature and 

grown-up than the rest of us or at least he pretended to be.  Properly aligning the bit of 

canvas on the machine and a sheet of the paper, he poured some shredded substance 

from the bag onto the paper – it was tobacco – moved a mechanism over the cloth and 

– voila! – produced a cigarette.  It was like magic!  And we were all amazed at his skill 

and deftness.  That was about the end of the entertainment.  The owner of the roller 

seemed to enjoy the smoke . . . or pretended to.  The rest of us were not impressed and 

didn’t ask for further demonstrations.  I look back on it as one of those rites of 

maturation that every boy goes through in finding his choices in life.  That day I was 

glad Bobby had not come along.  He might have thought less of me that I was cavorting 

with such shady characters and perhaps taking up dubious habits.  I still went to the 

pool occasionally to swim and fish. 

 

It should be no surprise to learn that as the years accumulated my choices of 

entertainment changed, became more complex and in some cases more varied.  The 

books grew thicker and the subject matter deeper and more varied, its words longer and 

more challenging, its sentences composed of strings of phrases and clauses, 
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independent and dependent.  Academically, my interests roamed far and wide and my 

reading and research followed.  The world was opening up to me and was there for the 

taking.  I discovered that one of my aspirations was to experience it, at least as much of 

it as I could.  And I did.  I have no regrets.  Okay, maybe a few that shall remain 

nameless. 
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GOING PLACES 

Travel, in the younger sort, is a part of education; in the elder, a part of experience. 

--Francis Bacon 

 

During the 1920s after the Great War and prior to her marriage, Mother had indulged in 

a bit of domestic travel seeing as much of the country as time from her job and her 

budget allowed.  One might say she had the “travel bug.”  Realistically, it was more 

likely innate curiosity that drove her to want to see as much of this world as possible.  

She must have learned this from her parents, who had traveled a bit, too.  Their child 

rearing years nearing an end – and probably to celebrate this event – my maternal 

grand parents went to England in 1912, bringing back small remembrances of Britain for 

their kids and their spouses.  The only still unmarried of their offspring, Mother was not 

quite 12 at the time.  Among the gifts for Mother was a tin of “Thorne’s, The World’s 

Premier Toffee, Manufactured by Henry Thorne & Co., LTD., Leeds, England.” On the 

lid is a garden scene of three kittens cavorting among flowers, butterflies and birds with 

their basket of wrapped packages, presumably Thorne’s Toffee.  How do I know this 

scene?  I still have that tin box, said by an antiques dealer friend to be now quite 

valuable and a lot more so than its original contents.  Incidentally, not knowing I was in 

her future, Mother did not save a piece of toffee for me, an oversight of which I 

sometimes reminded her. 
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  Mother saved no toffee from this box for me. 

 

So, it came to pass that when she thought I was old enough to comprehend the 

wonders, excitement and novelties this world had to offer she began taking me far afield 

so I could see what it was all about.  I had already been exposed to art galleries, 

museums, the zoo and other nearby vistas.  Mother began planning our first travel trip in 

late summer of the year I started in the first grade.  Planning travel in those days was 

usually done by mail, telegraph being too expensive, which took a great deal of time for 

the then-dependable post to go back and forth.  Thankful I would have been had I not 

been responsible for the 3-cent first class stamp on the envelope.  That would have 

consumed most of my entire net allowance for an entire week!  I was not exposed to the 

details of getting things reserved and bought.  But, the day after Christmas found us on 

a train to New York City and this trek continued annually for several years until the 

outbreak of World War II.  Considering the time it took to get there, then back home in 

time for me to return to school at the end of the Christmas/New Year hiatus, we had 

only a couple of days or so to explore what Manhattan had to offer.  We spent our days 

in museums, art galleries and the library.  We saw the new Empire State Building.  I 
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made up my mind there and then to never return to the observation deck.  The height 

did not seem to bother Mother, but I was decidedly uncomfortable.  In the evenings we 

went to the Metropolitan Opera, a symphony performance or a Broadway show.  I do 

not remember what shows we saw or what symphony was performed.  But I do recall 

some of the operas we enjoyed.  Over those years there was a Samson et Delilah with 

Risë Stevens that thrilled me beyond words, though the bacchanale as it was performed 

on stage was considerably tamer -- actually cleaned up! -- than the one I had imagined 

from listening to it on the radio with the skills I had honed from Let’s Pretend.   Lily Pons 

and Ezio Pinza in Lucia di Lammermoor would have been better had the diva been able 

to stay on pitch more often.  I did not have the gift of perfect pitch, but I had come into 

the world equipped with relative pitch, a bane to anyone sitting through one of Mlle. 

Pons’ performances.  And there was Rosa Ponselle not in what I considered one of the 

best roles for her, Carmen.  I longed to hear her in Norma, Aida, even Madama 

Butterfly, at least some opera more appropriate for her vocal talents and fach.  Over 

those years of post-Christmas cultural trips to New York City, I acquired a great deal of 

knowledge, insight and memories.  Each year we explored new places and new sights 

which should have provided me with a wealth of stories when I returned to school.  It 

was the depths of the Great Depression and Mother insisted that it would be in very bad 

taste – not proper -- to “rub it in” on the other kids whose parents were unable or 

unwilling to take them on such exciting excursions.  I kept my memories to myself and 

cherished them in secret.   
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I have attended opera in houses all over the world, but one of the most thrilling 

experiences happened at The Met just after Christmas in 1940.  Mother had managed 

to get tickets to La Fille du Régiment, a matinee performance.  I sat entranced at the 

singing of Raoul Jobin, the tenor, but less so to the occasionally off-pitch warbling of Lily 

Pons.   That is, until the last number of the final act, the Salut à la France.  Instead of 

singing the second verse as written by Donizetti, she interpolated La Marseillaise.  The 

audience went wild with applause and shouts of support for France, which recently had 

fallen to the German Nazis.  The last of the New York City end-of-Christmas trips was 

1941 when earlier that month the country had been precipitated into World War II. 

 

Perhaps envious that he had not been its author, Samuel Johnson is quoted as having 

famously said about Milton’s Paradise Lost that “No one ever wished it longer.”  I could 

well have said the same thing about the operas of Richard Wagner.  Mother was not 

Wagnerphilic and neither was I, though for a couple of years in college a friend who was 

devoted to Wagner’s music did his best to convince me that Wagner was the greatest 

composer who ever lived and his works exceeded even music sung by angels and St. 

Cecilia herself.  I was about 10 when Mother secured tickets at the Metropolitan Opera 

for Parsifal.  It was the only performance that fit into our schedule that year, I guess.  

After the first hour or so I started doing what I did in church when the sermon was 

equally boring.  I counted things.  In church I counted the people wearing hats.  Men 

had to take theirs off during service, so it was only the women that I counted.  I counted 

people who wore blue or green or any other color.  I counted various architectural 

features in the sanctuary.  I counted the number of times the minister used a certain 
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word.  I tried from Sunday to Sunday to avoid counting the same thing, always trying to 

find something new to count.  During that performance of Parsifal I hit upon the idea of 

counting the number of times the music cited the Dresden Amen.  Wagner must have 

been desperate for musical inspiration or else he understood that repetition is a 

common teaching tool, for those nine notes occur over and over and over and over in 

that opera.  After two dozen or so I soon lost interest and found something else to tally, 

deciding that I would graduate from high school before that dragging opera would be 

over.  Since that time I have listened to Parsifal a number of times, concluding that 

Wagner never said in one bar of music what he could stretch into a thousand.  I always 

said to myself: “Get on with it, will you please?” The leitmotif is a wonderful musical 

contrivance, but like most things, it can be taken to the extreme.  And if you want to 

understand the concept of eternity just sit through a performance of Gőtterdammerung.  

Wagner even warns the listener about its length when at the very beginning he has 

those three Norns braiding the strings of time as if to say “this is going to take a very 

long time, so be prepared to catch up on your sleep.”   And I would respond by saying 

“please don’t make it any longer.” 

 

Years later as a university student I had a roommate who was particularly fond of 

Wagner’s operas, particularly the ones mentioned above.  He had a large collection of 

recordings – 78 rpm platters – which he played on his portable record player.  Helen 

Taubel, the great Wagnerian soprano, appeared on one of the university’s Fine Arts 

Recital Series programs and I interviewed her for the campus newspaper, falling under 

her spell as a person and as an opera singer.  Immediately, I went out and bought an 
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“album” of her singing Brünnhilde in the Third Act of Wagner’s Die Walkure.   Just Act 

Three took up six large platters; it was a very heavy album.  I was taking classes in 

German at the time and I suppose I thought listening to this would help me learn the 

language, or at least give me a better understanding of what it sounded like.   In my 

German class we were reading a slim volume called Jacobowsky Und Der Oberst by 

Franz Werfel.  All recollection of the story line is completely gone and I have had no 

inclination to look it up.  In those days in college we were taught to read and write a 

foreign language, not to speak it, since it was thought that none of us would ever travel 

to a foreign country where we might encounter a native speaker.  Besides, who would 

even consider visiting a place that only recently had been an enemy country?  World 

War II was still too fresh in our memory, having been over less for than two years.  I 

recall people who thought it most unpatriotic of me to be enrolled in German classes, as 

if I were somehow legitimizing those people who spoke the language and their country, 

thus degrading the good ol’ U. S. of A.  Forgiveness came hard, especially to those who 

had lost loved ones in the war and even today I know old people who haven’t forgiven 

the Japanese for their “day of infamy.” 

 

Back from the winter travel to New York City, Mother immediately began planning for 

the summer trip, for which we became “tin can tourists.”  This was an expression 

describing those of us who traveled by automobile.  We did not use the train for most of 

our summer travel.  In those days there were businesses called Travel Bureaus.  These 

were not travel agencies as we know them these days.  A Travel Bureau was a match-

making service.  For a very small fee they matched people who had cars going to a 
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given destination with other people who wanted to go to the same place but who may or 

may not have owned an automobile.  It was a way of sharing the costs, agonies and 

excitements of cross-country travel.  In our case Mother simply didn’t want to risk cross-

country driving, a lone woman with a small child.  What if we had that very common 

automobile problem, a flat tire on some god-forsaken, deserted road?  Neither of us was 

prepared to repair it.  In the first place, neither one of us knew how.  So, she sought out 

the convenience of a Travel Bureau, looked over what was available, told them where 

she wanted to take me and a match was eventually arranged.  Mother talked with the 

other people to get acquainted, check them out, establish a budget, discuss expenses 

to be shared and settle on dates that coincided with her vacation time from work, 

itinerary and where over-nights would be spent.  The planning must have taken many 

hours.  In every case we found ourselves with nice, delightful people, always a couple, 

they in the front seat, Mother and I in the back seat.  I was a good traveler.  There were 

so many fascinating things to see out the window and so much to talk about.  I am sure 

I was a real chatter box.  It must have been about this time that I began to understand 

that every event has three modes: the anticipation, the experience as it happens and 

the remembrance.  I was never able to decide which I liked best, although anticipation 

and remembrance last the longest. 

 

One year Mother chose Hot Springs, Arkansas as our destination.  Wondering why she 

chose that place, I settled on the probability that it was all that was available at the 

Travel Bureau at the time Mother wished to go.  We were with a nice man and his wife.  

All four of us visited the hot springs for which the town was named.  The water, 
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supposedly having some sort of curative value, tasted awful.  We toured some caves 

nearby and enjoyed the crystalline interior.  I brought back a small piece of rock 

encrusted with small growths of crystals.  Packrat that I am, I still have it.  It makes a 

nice paperweight.  We were there a week.  As I look back on it, I decided that this was 

not the best vacation place to take a young child, therefore this is a very short 

paragraph. 

 

  Rock with growth of crystals. 

 

Another year we went to California, the final destination being Alameda in the bay area 

where Mother’s niece lived with her husband who was stationed at the naval base.  My 

cousin had a relatively new baby and this seemed to be a second reason for our trip.  It 

interested Mother more than me.  Traversing Texas seemed to take forever to even get 

to El Paso before we entered the foreign countries of New Mexico and Arizona.  
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Actually, I think it took us 3 days including frequent stops for one thing and another.  

With two women in the car it was usually the former!  It was hot and the man doing the 

driving made sure we had plenty of water in the car in case it overheated.  This was 

before automobiles had air conditioning, so damp cloths judiciously applied to various 

exposed portions of our bodies convinced us that we were cool.  The imagination is a 

wonderful thing!  Leaving El Paso the scenery got better and better as did the 

experiences.  In Phoenix I saw an orange tree for the first time and some nice people, 

seeing us admiring their front yard tree, let me pick a ripe one.  I chattered away about 

that orange for miles and miles as we headed toward the western edge of the country.  

At Los Angeles we separated from the other couple, agreeing to meet up with the car 

owners at a certain time and place.  We spent a couple of days looking around Los 

Angeles.  As I have no memories of anything we saw, I must not have been impressed.  

A train took us north to San Francisco where Mother’s niece met us at the train station.  

I suppose Mother had sent her a telegram announcing our scheduled arrival.  For the 

few days we were there before returning to Los Angeles and heading back to Texas we 

saw as many of the local sights as we could, including the new Golden Gate Bridge, 

which immediately found its way onto my list with the Empire State Building.  Though I 

don’t remember doing so, Mother often told a story about our standing somewhere in 

downtown San Francisco when I tugged at her skirt and said: “Mother, what are we 

doing in this dreadful place?”  I’m sure my cousin was not amused, since she like all 

other Californians demand that their state and everything in it must be worshipped as a 

holy shrine.  I did not concur then and I still don’t.  The trip home took us on a more 

northerly route via the Boulder Dam as it was then called, the Grand Canyon, the 
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Painted Desert, Indian Pueblos in New Mexico and back into Texas.  With the higher 

elevation temperatures were cooler and the trip was much more comfortable.  During 

the drive we passed signs informing us that we were “Leaving” so-and-so state and 

“Entering” such-and-such state.  Never did we see a sign announcing that we were 

entering or leaving the “Great Southwestern Desert.”  It had its own special fascinations.  

Every five miles or so, for at least a hundred miles before we got there, we were warned 

about the upcoming “Mountain Pass” and the need to buy a water bag.  Presumably the 

climb put an undue strain on the car’s motor and the radiator’s need to keep it cool.  

Other frequent signs demanded that we stop at some filling station to not only buy 

gasoline and a water bag, but also for a few cents we could see Gila Monsters at the 

station’s “zoo.”  Imagining that these must be some gigantic creatures of a dinosaur size 

and ferocity, I urged Mother to open the purse and allow me a glimpse of these things.  

Was I ever disappointed when they turned out to be hardly more than something like an 

overgrown and very ugly lizard.  I made no other expenditure requests during the 

remainder of the trip, but contented myself with the amusing Burma-Shave signs and 

the sometimes attractive Kodak billboards.  Again, when school started and there were 

occasions to talk about what we had done during our summer, I kept my council from 

the other kids.  Boy, did they miss out on some good stories!  I could have invented a 

grandiose description of those supposedly terrifying Gila Monsters, making them out to 

be far larger than they were.  Thankfully, never did one of my teachers ask that we write 

a paper on the subject of what we did during our summer vacations.  Teachers were 

more creative in choosing the topics for our compositions in those days before “What I 

Did Last Summer” became a running joke. 
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On these trips our meals were outdoor picnics.  We would stop at a grocery store and 

get whatever supplies we needed, then find a nice wayside sylvan spot to park and fix 

our food.  Whether it was breakfast, lunch or dinner, I loved it.  It was an adventure.  We 

had thermos bottles of cool water and another of lemonade. A small folding grate was 

positioned over a fire and the traveling pots and pans were unpacked and put into 

service.  Plates and cutlery came out of the hamper along with napkins and a cloth to 

spread on the ground.  Newspaper was put down to protect the pillows on which the 

ladies sat.  Ladies did not wear pants in those days, except for a few women of the 

fallen variety, none of whom we knew.  The meal over, it was time to clean up.  This 

was easy if a stream of water were nearby; otherwise, we drove on until we found some 

place, perhaps a gasoline filling station, where the women washed dishes in the ladies 

rest room.  The driver and I, both being males, did not do women’s work.  Truth be told, 

I didn’t do much work of any kind at that age.  When we stopped for meals we avoided 

the established Tourist Camps.  Mother and the other lady feared they weren’t safe.  

The source of their concern eluded me. 

 

One summer we made a pilgrimage to that most revered shrine of Texas, the Alamo in 

San Antonio.  I had been thoroughly indoctrinated in the history of Texas and did my 

best of appear a devoted acolyte at that rather depressing pile.  Since we were in the 

area, we paid brief visits to other old Spanish missions before heading through the 

nether parts of coastal southeast Texas to New Orleans in the state of my birth and first 

few months of life.  By the time we moved to Texas, the state of my parent’s births, my 

memory had yet to develop, so I have no recollection of life in Louisiana.  This trip to 
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New Orleans was another of Mother’s choices to introduce me to a different cultural 

segment of the country.  There was some interesting architecture to be seen, most in a 

sad state of disrepair and gone to rust, but we were there to observe a different way of 

life from what I had been accustomed.  By that time I had been to Yankee land, the 

Ozark country and that bastion of pseudo-ism and everything ersatz called California, all 

exposing me to differences in life style, culture, cuisine, and activities.  New Orleans 

was very different from what I had seen before.  It was here that I had my first oyster on 

the half shell.  It was like nothing I had ever eaten before and I loved it.  I couldn’t get 

enough.  Unfortunately, oysters do not travel well, so I was unable to bring some home 

with me.  The other sea food was a delight, something we rarely had at home since we 

lived so far from a sea coast. The small fish caught in local streams and lakes didn’t 

qualify in my mind as sea food, which indeed they weren’t.  As for the Cajun and Creole 

cookery we tasted, I could take it or leave it, preferably the latter.  Much of it I found 

rather sloppy, gloppy, unimaginative and monotonous, the same overpowering 

ingredients and far too much spice and herbs cooked up in different proportions.  

Subtlety seemed to be an unknown ingredient in Louisiana cooking. 

 

Yellowstone National Park and its geysers was the target of another summer’s travel, 

along the way stopping at scenic places in Colorado.  Another of Mother’s nieces, 

another cousin I had never met, lived in Greybull, Wyoming, though what she and her 

family were doing in that depressing place was a mystery and I really didn’t care just as 

long as we kept going.  The visit with her and her husband was thankfully short before 

we headed toward the Park.  I found it fascinating and I was able to see my first live 
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bear in the wild.  I had seen them in the local zoo, but it was not the same.  We returned 

home via a different route through Salt Lake City, Bryce Canyon, and Zion National 

Park.  Coming homeward bound through New Mexico we spent a day in the Carlsbad 

Caverns.  I was mesmerized by the enormity of the caverns, though I felt a trifle 

hemmed-in.  And when the lights were turned off to give us an experience of total 

darkness it was a less than a pleasant experience.  Neither was the worst sandwich I 

can remember which we purchased in what the National Park Service laughingly called 

the Dining Room. 

 

One of the most thrilling summer treks we made was the one to Washington, D.C., the 

venues of which Mother insisted we must see since there were so many clustered in the 

immediate area.  I don’t recall much along the way, except some beautiful natural 

scenery.  Having seen the Rocky Mountains, I concluded that the Great Smoky 

Mountains had a lot to learn about what mountains should look like, though in their own 

way they were quite attractive.  Remember that I was growing up in flat-land Texas and 

any undulation in the topography was not only unusual but charming as well.  In 

Washington we saw all the mandatory sites, the Capitol Building and other government 

buildings, none as architecturally imposing as the Capitol.  The Lincoln and Jefferson 

Memorials were thrilling to see, the latter more so for reasons I can’t explain.  The 

highlights of the trip for me were the Smithsonian Institutions buildings and their 

collections.  I could have stayed a week or more just looking at those exhibits.  I 

suppose I should have been impressed with a brief visit to Texas Representative Sam 

Rayburn in his office, the site of which I am surprised we were able to find.  Mr. Sam, 
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being the saved Democrat that he was, was a family friend; that is, he was a friend of 

my Grandparents and my mother.  Since I was a long way from voting age he must 

have thought it unnecessary to squander any of his precious time buttering up an 11-

year-old kid.   Our traveling companions were tremendously impressed that we knew 

Mr. Rayburn.  Having paid homage to the great man, we went on our way to something 

more appealing and more rewarding, at least for me. 

 

The summer and winter travels were just what I needed to augment my reading and 

viewing of pictures in books and in the stereograph.  My curiosity about places and 

cultures was ever so slowly being filled in, a condition that would continue through the 

rest of my life, at least my life so far, as I am still alive, or someone else would be writing 

these essays.  Travel in itself is educational and brings us face to face with realities 

rather than the fantasies and dreams I found in books.  It is curiosity that has brought 

many discoveries about this world and mine has been very active in that regard.  In Don 

Juan Byron postulated that “Young men should travel, if but to amuse Themselves . . .” 

Throughout my mature years I have taken every opportunity to travel the world and to 

learn as much about it as possible, limited only by time and check book and taking 

every advantage presented to me to explore, imbibe and experience what my planet 

has to offer.  I say “my planet.”  I do not own it, I confess, except in ownership through 

knowledge about some of its features, peoples and cultures.  I have been abundantly 

informed, educated and amused.  These days travel is quite different.  We take an 

airplane for a few hours and arrive at the same destination that took several days or 

weeks before.  For the extreme boredom and discomfort of expensive flights we give up 
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the pleasure of seeing the sights of the countryside, having the enjoyment of pleasant 

company and watching out the window as people go about their daily lives. 

 

If we see no nation but our own, we do not give mankind a fair chance, it is from 

experience not Books, we ought to judge mankind. – There is nothing like inspection, 

and trusting to our own senses.  This is from a letter from Lord Byron to his mother, 

written during his first trip to Greece in 1808.  He was 19 years old.  I could not have 

said it better, though my composition would have paid better attention to punctuation, 

capitalization and other grammatical contrivances.  The great poet can be excused as I 

cannot be.  Lord Byron would have agreed with Mark Twain, as would I, when he 

concluded “I have found out that there ain’t no sure way to find out whether you like 

people or hate them than to travel with them.”  Mr. Twain was another writer in need of 

assistance from a good English teacher; however, something might have been lost in 

his prose if subjected to professorial attention.  In my travel experiences I have 

concluded that you never really get to know a person until you travel with them, which 

sometimes can bring them closer as you share excitements and interests, or create 

divergences and distances that can never be closed again. 
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COOKERY 

Cookery is become an art, a noble science; 

         --Robert Burton 

 

Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy may qualify for inclusion on a list of the most mind-

numbing books ever written, but he can be excused by the quoted observation on food 

preparation.  Everyone has to eat.  Some people eat to live; others live to eat.  I fall in 

the latter category with a substantial dash of the former.  My interest in cooking and 

food preparation began quite early in life watching my Grandmother in the kitchen as 

she prepared our meals. Television wasn’t available yet, so I found my entertainment 

where I could.  Somewhere along the way my interest in what Mama was achieving in 

the kitchen whetted my interest to the point that I committed myself to learning those 

skills that produce better than barely-edible food dishes.  It was a survival skill. 

 

 I was also considerably influenced in food preparation as a result of having to consume 

Mother’s cooking on the rare occasions when she made the attempt.  Mother was a 

saint in many respects, none of them ever manifest in the kitchen.  She simply had no 

interest in cooking.  She loved good food well prepared, especially creatively done by 

someone else, but she had no inclination in replicating a great dish or even an 

acceptable one. 
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Since we considered ourselves to be Southerners, it comes as no surprise that the 

sauce called gravy was an important accompaniment to many meals.  If you had ever 

tasted my mother’s gravy, you would have thought Milk of Magnesia would have made 

a better substitute for pouring over a nice chop or for sopping a fluffy biscuit.  And for 

Mother’s croutons on a salad a better choice would have been a sprinkling of Tums.  If 

she planned green beans for dinner, she put them on to boil in nothing but tap water 

early in the morning and there they stayed all day, simmering away.  Ten hours later 

nothing was left but unseasoned grey-green mush, not the most appetizing thing to 

contemplate, something like what you might scoop out of a stagnant swamp.   

 

Mother had a habit later in her life that I never fully understood.  She would come across 

a recipe somewhere that appealed to her, perhaps given by a friend or seen in a 

magazine.  She would make that concoction over and over and over, usually taking 

liberty from time to time with the directions not to the improvement of the result.  One 

such endeavor took place shortly after I entered my freshman year in college.  She 

entered her prune cake period.  At least once a week over that first semester the 

postman delivered to my dormitory one of those heavy, dense lumps you could use as a 

boat anchor.  I have never been fond of prunes in any incarnation and this particular 

one was especially onerous.  Other boys in the dorm landed on the cake like a swarm of 

starving locusts.  As I wrote thank you letters to Mother, my creative ability was taxed to 

the breaking point.  How many ways are there to say how much you appreciated 

something you didn’t want but which was entirely consumed by boys to whom it wasn’t 

intended?  I never revealed to her the identity of the gullets down which those awful 
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prune cakes disappeared.  After months of committing her oven to making prune cakes 

for me, she stopped without warning or comment.  I suppose she simply had had 

enough and went on to something else like chicken and rice casserole, something that 

did not hold up well in the postal system.  Thankfully, I was spared weekly arrivals of 

this production.   

 

I think I’ve made my point that Mother was not a good cook.  It has been observed that 

young men seek a wife like their mothers.  I certainly did as my wife was as 

disinterested in cooking and as poor a cook as my mother.  She needed a recipe to 

make ice cubes.  Thus, we were one of the first consumers to buy a refrigerator with 

that glory of the engineer’s skill, an automatic ice maker.  I used to say that she always 

wondered what bait was used to catch fish sticks, which was her specialty.  All she had 

to do was dump the frozen shards out of the package onto a cookie sheet, consult the 

directions on the box, heat the oven and thaw them at 350º F. for the allotted time.  

Gagging them down came next.   No amount of ketchup or malt vinegar or tartar sauce 

is capable of redeeming these things and making them edible, although when ravaged 

with hunger I suppose there are those who might find fish sticks palatable.  I remember, 

too, with some horror a time when she got the urge to make a cake with delicious 

frosting.  I’ll never know whether or not the cake was edible because the frosting was 

not.  The recipe she selected from one of my ancient cook books called for “table fat,” 

which she took to be bacon drippings.  She had made what should have been butter 

cream frosting using bacon drippings instead of butter.  One bite and the whole mess 

went into the garbage.  On the blessedly few occasions when my wife prepared dinner, I 
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often wondered if we wouldn’t have been better off replacing the pre-meal blessing with 

an exorcism.  For both my mother and my wife their savior in the kitchen was Clarence 

Birdseye – of all things a taxidermist -- and his swill in a box, the dreadful frozen dinner.  

Now you know the desperation in which I found myself which propelled me to learn to 

cook.  Fortunately, I enjoyed it.  But, I must say Mother, my wife and I had some good 

laughs over their kitchen abortions.  What else could one do!  Except learn to cook out 

of desperation. 

 

Speaking of laughs, I digress a bit for a funny story about a time shortly after my 

marriage when my wife and I were invited to a friend’s house for dinner.  We had a 

cocktail prior to sitting down to a nice meal; in fact one or two of us had more than one. 

Under ordinary circumstances the wife was a passable cook.  Nearing dessert time she 

teased us with a new recipe she had come across for a pie, which in her “happy cocktail 

hour” speech –now you know who had more than one -- she described in some detail, 

the prime ingredient being Ritz Crackers.  Her intention was to articulate the name of 

the pie as Ersatz Apple Pie; however, she slurred the adjective and it came out as 

“’irsute apple pie.”  A hairy apple pie did not sound the least bit appetizing and we all 

convulsed in laughter while she attempted to recover her equilibrium and explain that 

she meant “ersatz” and not “hirsute.”  I must say that the entertainment over the 

mispronunciation was better than the pie and the recipe she offered was not added to 

my collection for future use.  Since them I have shied away from offers of recipes from 

Reader’s Digest or those women’s magazines that are long of glitz and short on good 

taste. 
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Mama was one of those rare beings who never owned a cook book and as far as I know 

didn’t have a written recipe in the house.  In the kitchen I thought of her as a 

combination of mad scientist and magician.  I watched her at work, doing what she was 

doing, and became fascinated how she could produce such delectable dishes.  The 

kitchen was her laboratory.  She was one of those types who could go into a vacant 

barn and emerge a couple of hours later with a five course gourmet meal.  I didn’t have 

any idea how she did it, but I wanted to know.  So, I did what everyone does when he 

wants to learn.  I asked questions.  I trailed around with her watching and questioning.  

What was that you put in?  She told me.  How much?  Enough.  How much is enough?  

A handful.  A pinch.  A smidgen.  Enough so that it looks right.  Can you imagine how 

frustrating such directions can be?  All I wanted was to be told measures I could 

understand.  About the only time I had a clear answer was when she was making bread 

dough.  She used one cake of yeast.  I knew how much that was – it was written on the 

wrapper -- but there was no accounting for how much flour, fat, salt or water she used.  

She measured by “feel.”  If the dough felt right, the amounts of ingredients must have 

been correct.  The results were always spectacular.  I came to realize she must know 

what she was doing, so who was I to question her method.  I often asked why she did 

certain things, to which the answer was always the same: “Because that’s the way it’s 

done.”  That was about as helpful as a cuff on the ear.  In addition to delectable breads 

and rolls, Mama made the flakiest pastry imaginable.  Needless to say she used lard, 

which was her fat of choice for almost everything.  She did acquiesce to using Crisco for 

certain cake batters otherwise she thought Crisco was only good for greasing squeaky 

door hinges.  For waffle and pancake batters she preferred melted butter.  Who 
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wouldn’t?  One thing that always amazed me was how Mama could come home from a 

church covered dish social and without a recipe improve on a dish she found interesting 

but not as good as it could have been. She always improved it by tinkering with 

ingredients and measurements.  Incidentally, I recall that some of those covered dishes 

would have been best left covered. 

 

If a Michelin inspector had come to our house to take a look at Mama’s kitchen and 

what she produced from it, he would have shaken his head, exclaimed “Tiens” and 

awarded her the best compliment he could muster: “bonne femme!”  Perhaps bonne-

maman would have been more accurate.  She did keep what I came much later to know 

as a typical Provençal bonne femme kitchen, although she would not have known what 

that was.  That was the best description of the meals she produced.  Our ice 

box/refrigerator had one shelf dedicated to glass jars of all kinds and sizes containing 

things that most people throw away.  Bacon drippings were saved.  The fonds, scraped 

from the bottoms of roasting pans was gold to a good cook, whether it came from beef, 

pork, lamb or roasted vegetables.  Chicken schmaltz was treasured, as was goose 

grease and duck fat.  If we had a roasted ham, chicken, duck, turkey or goose, the 

bones would be hacked up and boiled down to make stocks and broths in which 

something else would be cooked at another time.  All of these juices found their way in 

future dishes as exotic flavorings.  It’s marvelous what a spoonful or two of one of these 

magic ingredients can do for the most banal of vegetable, transforming it from bland to 

mouth-watering.  She taught me the value of these left-overs. 
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Our dinners almost always came with some kind of starch, frequently mashed potatoes 

with lots of butter and cream, rice or some variation of pasta.  Less frequently Mama 

made rather thick slurry of corn meal simmered in a stock or broth made from the boiled 

down carcass of a roasted chicken or other fowl.  She always made too much with half 

of it packed into a loaf pan and refrigerated overnight.  The next day it had set, was 

unmolded, sliced and fried.  It was delicious.  Mama called it corn meal mush, never 

having heard it called polenta, which is only a dime’s worth of corn meal served up in 

three-star restaurants for some exorbitant price.  It’s amazing how changing a name can 

drive up the price.  That’s advertising and marketing for you! 

 

Grandmother’s kitchen talents were especially evident during the war, when certain 

ingredients she favored were scarce or unavailable.  Since we had a large larder 

stocked with the canned, preserved and dried previous season’s fruits and vegetables 

from our garden and orchard, there was always plenty.  She must have known fifty ways 

of presenting the same vegetable, singly or in combination, always delicious.  If I said 

we all liked everything, I would be somewhat misleading.  Mother had tastes for things I 

found too strange to contemplate and I concluded that there was no accounting for 

tastes.  She adored pickled pigs feet and that worst cheese that bacteria ever 

developed.  I inclined to Brie and the French cheeses.  Mother loved what she called 

“rat cheese,” called that, I suppose, because it was used as bait on mouse traps, in my 

opinion the best use for it.  It was sharp Cheddar.  When we had chicken there was 

never an argument over who got which pieces.  Mother’s favorite parts were the backs, 

necks and the gizzards.  She would have been overjoyed had chickens come equipped 
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with more than one gizzard.  When she had finished with the necks and backs they 

could have been used by Georgia O’Keefe as models for one of her bleached bones oil 

paintings.  They were that clean. I had no objection to any part of the fowl, chicken, 

duck, goose, turkey or game bird.  Occasionally, we had macaroni and Cheddar 

cheese, which everyone loved but me.  That night I considered becoming Catholic and 

giving it up for Lent, assuming I could also declare Lent to be anytime I wished.  

Otherwise, I was not a picky eater.  I loved almost everything, even all those vegetables 

that many kids my age considered yucky and refused to eat.  I even enjoyed most organ 

meats, especially livers from whatever animal.  I loved all meats, although if it had come 

from one of my pet chickens or rabbits, it was difficult to eat and I usually considered 

becoming a temporary vegetarian for one meal, though I rarely carried through with it.  I 

hope it never happens, but if I were faced with cannibalism, I might be able to manage if 

the parts were covered with a good sauce, perhaps a Sauce Périgueux, a Sauce 

Béarnaise or that glory of all sauces Beurre Blanc.   Absent those three sauces, melted 

chocolate wouldn’t hurt; but not that so-called white chocolate, which isn’t real 

chocolate. 

 

We loved berries, but grew none of our own.  I don’t know why this was, but it might 

have been for lack of room since some of them are quite brambly and need a lot of 

space.  Just outside of town there was a nursery and floral shop operated by a very nice 

family, the Frios.  They sold cut flowers and bedding plants, shade and fruit trees.  They 

had orchards of mature fruit trees whose fruits in season were sold in the store.  There 

were acres of berries: blackberries, dewberries, raspberries, strawberries and currants.  
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When each came in season there was too much for the nursery owners to harvest.  

Since they didn’t seem to want to hire extra laborers to harvest the crops, they hit upon 

a great idea to engage additional labor which required no outlay of money.  Anyone 

interested could pick whatever berries they desired “on the halves.”  The nursery 

provided pails.  When the picking was over, the harvested berries were measured and 

equally divided between the picker and the nursery.  Mama, Papa and I would go out 

early in the morning to pick berries, at least the ones we wanted.  Currants didn’t qualify 

though I don’t know why.  I love them.  The nursery got berries to sell in the store and 

we got berries for only sweat labor.  Well, it really didn’t work up much of a sweat, but it 

wasn’t easy.  An experienced picker knew how to minimize the puncturing of fingers and 

arms by the brutal thorns.  I was not experienced and often came away with pricked 

fingers.  Since their plants did not have thorns, I preferred picking strawberries.  I 

suppose by now you have guessed that some of the berries on their way to the pail 

detoured to my mouth never to be seen again.  Oh, they were so-o-o tasty!  Back at 

home, some of the fresh berries were served with cream and maybe a bit of sugar as 

needed.  Most of the pickings became jams and preserves for future enjoyment.    

Some found their way into that Southern favorite – the cobbler. 

 

I am not one to insist that the wife/mother be chained to a stove, but if the modern 

woman, like my Grandmother, would give more thought to preparing delectable dishes 

and less to engaging in popular nonsense activities, perhaps the divorce courts wouldn’t 

be so busy, and surely the families would be better nourished as was mine. 
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THE EYES OF WAR 

The Eyes of Texas are upon you, 

All the live long day . . .  

The Eyes of Texas are upon you, 

You cannot get away. 

Do not think you can escape them, 

At night, or early in the morn . . .  

The Eyes of Texas are upon you, 

Till Gabriel blows his horn! 

 

The Grade School morning began the same way – every morning.  The bell having rung 

to signal the beginning of the school day, teacher and students stood, faced the flag 

which was hanging limply and forlornly on its lonely pole in a corner of the room.  We 

placed our hands over our hearts (or at least in its general proximity) and proudly 

intoned the Pledge of Allegiance, the original version, not without an occasional boy 

vying with a dare in his eye to out-chant his friend across the aisle.  I suppose the 

teacher mistook this for patriotic enthusiasm.  Then the teacher took out her pitch pipe, 

blew an asthmatic note, and we all sang The Eyes of Texas with all our might, meaning 

every word.  It was musically, lyrically and emotionally a far better anthem – and 

infinitely more comforting – than that disturbingly unsatisfying “bombs bursting in air” 
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thing that was/is so poorly sung off key at special events, which had been adopted as 

the national anthem when I was a few months over two years old.  The Congressional 

resolution doing so was signed by President Hoover.  Obviously all members of 

Congress and the president had poor taste in music.  Not much has changed over the 

succeeding years.  We children were greatly relieved to know that the eyes and 

presumably also the watchful heart, hands and soul of the great Lone Star State, would 

always be with us and for us and we never tired to being told so in song.  That brief 

daily devotional ritual over, the day’s lessons began.  

 

Having already alluded to this country’s national anthem I cannot resist the temptation 

to make further comment.  I had been born before this country even had a legally 

adopted national anthem and don’t blame me for the one we got.  I had nothing to do 

with it else we might have something better.  Unfortunately, I find Francis Scott Key a 

poor poet, though I suspect his heart was in the right place when he wrote those four 

verses of In Defense of Fort McHenry, which is the title of what we now call the Star 

Spangled Banner.  Fortunately my baby diapers were plain white and without a pattern 

of stars or our back yard clothes line would have created a great deal of confusion in the 

neighborhood.  Another misfortune is the choosing of an old English drinking song to 

which Key’s verses were set.  Where was John Phillip Sousa when he was needed?  

He could have provided a rousing bit of music more to the purpose, perhaps something 

to rival France’s La Marseillaise.  I suspect few people even know that the anthem has 

four verses and are incapable of reciting correctly any but the first, if that.  I find the 



 181 

fourth verse imminently better and more appropriate as a national anthem than any of 

the others; so, indulge me if you will to quote it here: 

 

O, thus be it ever when freemen shall stand, 

Between their loved home and the war’s desolation! 

Blest with victory and peace, may the heav’n-rescued land 

Praise the Power that hath made and preserved us a nation! 

Then conquer we must, when our cause it is just, 

And this be our motto: “In God is our trust” 

And the star-spangled banner in triumph shall wave 

O’er the land of the free and the home of the brave! 

 

Can’t you just imagine the uproar in the bowels this would cause various atheist groups, 

the ACLU and perhaps the Supreme Court if this verse were sung at official occasions?  

Rockets’ red glare and bombs bursting in air give them no pause, since killing is quite 

acceptable.  Trusting in God isn’t. 

 

It was late on a Sunday morning when my young life lurched from childhood to early 

maturity, though not necessarily in a physical sense.  Coming out of church that 

morning, there was under-breath muttering among some of the adults about some 

catastrophe happening far away somewhere.  We hurried home to turn on the radio to 
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learn about the attack on military installations on Oahu in the Hawaiian Islands, a place 

called Honolulu.  I hurried to the family atlas to locate this place, which seemed to be 

only a fly speck in a vast ocean far, far away and I wondered why all the commotion 

over such seemingly insignificant a place.  Hawaii wasn’t a state – I could recite all 48 of 

them alphabetically and Hawaii wasn’t on the list.  It wasn’t a foreign country; it wasn’t a 

state, so what was it?  It was a Territory, something between a foreign country and a 

state.  Whatever it was, it seemed to have great significance to the United States of 

America.  Over time I understood this. 

 

Slowly, I began to comprehend that an unfriendly foreign country, Japan, had attacked 

with bombs and other weapons United States ships and airfields and that there was 

much damage and loss of life.  The elders began almost instantly to talk of 

“preparedness” and other disturbing things.  They must have seen what was coming.  

After all, they had lived through the Great War and I had not.  My grandfather, who had 

died in November 1939, had served in the Spanish-American War and my mother’s 

brother had been in the army in the Great War – soon to be renamed World War I.  I 

had missed both these wars.  Some things are better for having been missed.  Mother 

and Mama both remembered World War I and how it disrupted everyone’s lives and 

livelihoods. 

 

My family, such as it was, was now just me, my Mother and my Grandmother.  Sensing 

what was to come, the grown-ups began doing things that seemed strange and out of 

the ordinary to me.  We laid in stores.  We took stock of everything around the house.  
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We insured that everything was in working order and that if something broke down there 

would be repair materials at hand.  There was much talk in terms of what if, the 

consequences and what might be done in case the if happened.  All this was very 

mysterious to me and I must admit, somewhat fascinating.  There was a certain game 

element to all this and I indulged myself in playing along.  Until, that is, it got to be very 

serious.  Times were changing and now the eyes of war were upon us, something even 

the eyes of Texas couldn’t prevent. 

 

On Monday morning all the kids in my junior high school, including me, were delivered 

to the auditorium by our teachers.  A radio had been set up so we could hear President 

Roosevelt address the Congress asking for a declaration of war.  This was the “Day of 

Infamy” speech, perhaps one of his finest, at least competing with the “only thing we 

have to fear is fear itself” speech.  Everyone sat in rapt silence masquerading as 

comprehension.  That over, our teachers shepherded us back to our respective 

classrooms, students looking from one to another with questioning faces.  There were 

no answers.  I was back in English class; the world was in the grips of war and I was in 

the grips of adjectival declensions.  For the remainder of the day the school seemed to 

be in an eerie state bordering on the catatonic. 

 

The first jolt came later in that first week after the Congress had declared war on Japan, 

throwing in Germany and Italy for a trifecta.  This was done at the urging of President 

Roosevelt, the very one who repeatedly assured us we would be kept out of any war.  In 

one of his 1940 campaign speeches – a false promise said in the pursuit of power – 
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“your boys are not going to be sent into a foreign war!” Obviously to him, what we were 

entering was not a “foreign war,” so I guess in President Roosevelt’s mind it was 

acceptable.  In fact, the President was preparing for war at the time he tried to assure 

the country that we would not be entering a war.  For example, he revived the Advisory 

Commission to World War I Council on National Defense in May 1940 to include Price 

Stabilization and Consumer Protection.  These divisions were merged by executive 

order in April 1941 to become the Office of Price Administration and Civilian Supply, 

clearly meant to prepare the country for war.  The Office of Price Administration (OPA) 

was established by Executive Order of the President in August 1941, four months 

before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and the Congressional declaration of war.  

The situation hit home for me when I learned that I had suffered a great loss.  Foreign of 

not, it was still war and it was taking its toll. 

 

Albert, never Al, had died on the U.S.S. Arizona on that awful December 7, 1941 day, 

having joined the Navy in 1939 to escape the Great Depression which offered him no 

job.  His family and mine were friends.  Though quite a bit older, Albert and his younger 

sister, Jo, had taken to me as a younger brother, and I adored both of them.  Jo and I 

remained close until her death in 2004 at age 86.  Albert’s death hit me hard, even 

though I had known loss over my grandfather’s death a couple of years earlier.  My 

great-grandmother, who also had lived with us all my life up until then, had died in June 

1939.  And an aunt had died in 1936.  Her death did not stir me much since I had never 

been around her enough to get to know her, but the other deaths had touched me 

deeply.  To a young kid it comes easy to blame someone for a loss such as Albert’s.  
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My Sunday School training insured I did not blame God – He would never do such a 

thing like that to me.  So, I did the next best thing: I blamed President Roosevelt!  After 

all, he had lied – God didn’t.  Yes, I was too confused to be able to put the pieces in 

their proper perspective.  Knowing he is down there, I have been able to drag myself to 

the Arizona Memorial in Honolulu’s Pearl Harbor only once and that was in 1983 to let 

Albert know that I still cared. 

 

The President wasn’t the only object of my hatred.  The Japanese, who were the actual 

parties directly responsible for Albert’s death, came in for their share of my anger and 

ire, though I did not know and had never met anyone of that nationality.  My family 

succumbed to referring to them with the most contemptible epithet they could utter: 

Japs.  Many other people were more colorful in their language, calling them “those 

slant-eyed bastards,” a label with which I was inclined to agree, though those words 

said aloud around my Mother would have gotten my mouth a wash out with soap, even 

at the age I was then.    At one time I thought about saying the phrase in her presence, 

considering it worth the punishment to get my position established for the record.  When 

I learned that Adm. Halsey had said “When this war is over the Japanese language will 

be spoken only in Hell!”  I wished I had said that. 

 

A year later I lost another dear friend, Glenn.  He had been in the Navy Air Corps and 

his plane had been shot down by the Japanese over one of those God-forsaken islands 

in the Pacific Ocean.  Glenn was the son of the owner of the drug store we patronized.  

Much to my Mother’s chagrin every time we were in the store Glenn would hoist me up 
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on his broad shoulders and we would race around among the shelves chasing some 

imagined target.  Mother would try to get us to stop, saying that it was not good public 

behavior for her son -- it wasn’t -- but I adored Glenn and he seemed to like playing 

these games with me.  We played hide-and-seek and made up other games, one of 

which, our favorite, we called “Find the . . .”.  To a kid of single digit age this was very 

exciting.  Glenn would say: “Find the Epsom Salts” or “Find the iodine” and I would race 

around the store trying to identify the specified item and bring it back to him.  It was like 

playing fetch with a dog.  I guess I was the dog.  Of course when I brought the item to 

him he would take it back to its proper place; however, this little game was a last straw 

for Mother and we had to stop -- until the next time we were in the store!  Glenn’s father 

didn’t seem to mind and I suspect he was rather smug about the whole thing. 

 

Then there was Carl.  Carl’s family lived directly behind our house on the next street.  

His father was frequently in his cups, at which time his behavior became abrasive and 

rather violent toward his wife and four strapping sons.  My Mother and Grandmother 

often conversed with the wife across the back fence; I was not allowed to set foot in 

their yard, lest the taint of liquor overtake me.  How this was thought possible, I never 

understood but I obeyed.  As soon as they graduated from high school the three older 

boys left home to get away from their liquored-up father and his abuse.  I scarcely knew 

them, but Carl was still at home. 

 

When I was in those years 6 to 12 or so, Carl came over on warm evenings after dinner 

and we played in the yard at the side of the house.  Since he was so much older than I, 
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when we played “wheelbarrow” I was always the wheelbarrow.  He was too big and 

heavy for me to hold up for him to be the barrow.  Leapfrog was fun.  We played our 

own version of “Kick the Can.”  “Hide and Seek” gave us a lot of pleasure.  Two people 

can’t play “Tag, You’re It.”  Often we caught lightening bugs and put them in jars.  They 

were fascinating to watch, but Carl was unable to explain to my satisfaction how they lit 

up their tiny bodies.  What he told me were intriguing stories, a different one every time I 

asked, about what the fireflies were saying to each other by way of their blinking Morse 

codes.  I was entranced by his made-up conversations between the flying bugs . . . and 

I believed.  When we played “horsey,” he had to be the horse as I was too small to carry 

him.  Our play usually ended for the evening in something that might be called wrestling, 

though no good wrestling coach would recognize it as such.  Perhaps, tussling is a 

better description.  Whatever it was called, it always ended the same way with me being 

pinned on the ground under him and yelling to be “let up.”  Holding me down a bit 

beyond my limit I always started to whine and cry.  This was Carl’s signal to let me up.  

He would cradle me in his big arms and silently console my tears.  With the darkness 

and the sky pocked with stars we told ghost stories, at which he was much more 

creative than I.   I could not express it at the time, but I loved him as I would have loved 

a big brother. 

 

During World War II families who had men in the armed services hung flags in a front 

window announcing how many by the number of blue stars on the banner.  If one were 

killed in action the blue star was replaced with a gold one and neighbors came by 

bearing condolence and a covered dish of food, a typical death offering in the South.  I 
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knew that Carl and his brothers were all in one branch of the military or another.  Being 

the youngest, Carl was the last to join up just after finishing high school.  It also got him 

away from his dysfunctional home life.  Although I was not allowed in his yard, I went to 

the other side of his street to stare at the blue-starred flag.  It was a daily after-school 

routine for me. 

 

One day there were 3 blue stars and one gold one.  I raced home to demand of Mama if 

it were Carl’s star.  Carl’s mother had told my grandmother that it was for one of Carl’s 

brothers.  Later a second gold star appeared and I was again consumed by anxiety until 

I could determine that is was not Carl’s.  Then, a third gold star replaced a blue one and 

I was sure it must be for Carl.  By the time I reached Mama in the kitchen I couldn’t see 

for the tears.  But, no, it was for the oldest son.  Carl’s star remained blue. 

 

I will never forget the day the last blue star turned gold.  I was convulsed with crying 

even at the age of 15.  I was inconsolable.  For me the stars faded away, the sun shone 

dim and nature sank into oblivion.  Mother and Mama tried their best to explain to me 

why it had happened.  I didn’t buy any of their arguments and explanations.  Even Carl’s 

mother came to me with her hugs and the understanding of a grieving mother who had 

lost her last son.  She brought with her and gave to me a poor snap-shot of Carl in his 

jaunty Navy uniform, taken somewhere by someone and his Brownie.  For many years I 

treasured that photo as an icon until it became so faded it was unrecognizable and was 

discarded from my possession but never from my memory.   
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I must have cried myself dry that weekend and it was one of the very few days that I did 

not want to go to school on Monday.  Composure somewhat recovered I went with a 

heavy heart and I am sure I was oblivious to the day’s lessons.  To this day – and I am 

now an octogenarian – I cannot think about those three friends without feeling that my 

eyes might puddle up at any minute – sometimes they do.  Over some losses one never 

recovers. 

 

Shortly after war had been declared the bond drives began.  This was the federal 

government’s way of financing the military.  People bought war bonds through payroll 

deductions or outright purchase.  Bonds came in a variety of dollar denominations, the 

smallest being $25.00. The purchase price of a $25.00 bond was $18.50, which meant 

that when it matured in 10 years there would be a gain of $6.50, a pitifully poor rate of 

interest for a 10-year investment.  But it was not bought as a financial investment.  We 

didn’t buy war bonds anticipating a profit.  We bought them to help protect the country 

from those “slant-eyed bastards” and the “Nazi krauts”. 

 

Of course many people could not afford to purchase a bond out of pocket.  Certainly, I 

couldn’t even after I had joined the workforce with an after-school job at a department 

store.  We acquired booklets in which we pasted stamps of various denominations from 

5 cents up.  When the booklet was filled, it was worth the purchase price of a bond and 

was “turned in” at the Post Office or at a bank for a bond certificate.  It was possible to 

purchase the stamps for cash.  Stamps were also acquired by other means, such as in 

exchange for certain scrap metals or old tires.  And some people think recycling is a 



 190 

more recent discovery.  Bacon drippings were saved and “turned in” for stamps.  The 

bacon fat was converted into glycerin for use in the production of bombs and other 

ammunition.  Perhaps some of it was also converted into some kind of lubricant to be 

used in military vehicles, since the usual kind made from petroleum was in such short 

supply.  There was quite an effort to create synthetic fuels and lubricants, mostly 

unsuccessful as Germany also discovered.  Scrap drives produced many tons of vitally 

important metals that went into the production of military armament.  An old garden 

shovel turned in for scrap was said to be enough to make four hand grenades to throw 

at the enemy.  This was scrap material that only recently had been sold to the Japs and 

from which they had manufactured the bombs and other military equipment that they 

were now using against us.  This was a bone of contention for many people. 

 

  A World War II Savings Bond Booklet 
 

Even the United States Treasury Department joined in the war effort.  Copper, an 

essential ingredient in the manufacture of military armament, was in critically short 
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supply.  Pennies were collected and melted down for their copper.  A tacky substitute 

was coined by the United States Mint.  It was a zinc-coated steel coin the same size as 

the copper penny which had all the allure of a common slug.  I suppose there wasn’t 

much of a shortage of zinc and steel, thus the use of those metals or perhaps the 

shortage wasn’t as severe as for copper.  One might wonder today why the penny could 

not have been done away with entirely until it is realized that a penny had significantly 

greater purchasing power in those days than it has now.  For example, 9 of those 

“steelies” would buy a movie ticket, 9 coppers would buy a loaf of bread, and if you 

shopped around, 10 pennies bought a gallon of gasoline.  Compare those prices with 

today’s.  Over time the steel cents haven’t done badly either.  Numismatists and 

souvenir hunters have driven up their value beyond the 1¢ original value.  A magazine 

that hit my mailbox recently offered one 1943 steel penny for $12.00 plus shipping and 

handling!  If one could wait those many decades it wasn’t a bad investment to hoard a 

few, though at the time hoarding sugar held a lot more interest. 

 

The war bond drives took many turns.  Celebrities and politicians went around the 

country drumming up support for the troops, the country and the war effort in general, 

as well as building morale.  There were traveling displays of various sorts, some 

glorifying our victories overseas and some showing the horrors perpetrated by the 

enemies.  I recall one event in which a captured Japanese tiny 2-man submarine came 

through town on the back of a flatbed truck.  There was an explanatory poster detailing 

how we came by this sub, but I have forgotten the particulars.  People lined up to look 
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inside, after which they emptied their coin purses and wallets in the purchase of more 

war bonds.  That, of course, was the whole idea of the demonstration. 

 

There was a concern that we would be bombed by the enemy any day.  How this 

thought was arrived at remained to me an enigma, though it may have been caused 

when a single incendiary bomb was dropped from a Jap float plane near Brookings, 

Oregon in a misguided attempt to ignite massive forest fires throughout the Northwest.  

The bomb did no more than very minor damage, except for possibly starting a wildfire of 

fear throughout the country that more bombs were imminent.  It seemed to be a 

certainty that we would all be bombed out of our beds “any day now”, at least that’s 

what the news media wanted us to think, and at night the black out was in effect.  This 

meant that no inside lights could be visible from the outside.  One of my chores as 

darkness descended upon us was to put up the black out curtains.  Shortly after it was 

completely dark, a designated neighborhood watchman, in our case Mr. Atwell, made 

his rounds flashlight in hand.  I wondered why he could show a light and we couldn’t, 

but here again questions were not to be asked.  The rules were to be obeyed.  I found it 

rather amusing when he would knock on our door – the door bell button had been 

disconnected because it showed a light – and tell us that all was well.  All did not remain 

well for long once the periodic mock air raids began.  There was a major aircraft factory 

quite some distance away from our house, which may have precipitated the anxiety 

over our being a target for enemy bombers.  Since these were mock air raids these 

were our airplanes, not the enemy’s.  For reasons never vouchsafed to us the planes 

made simulated bombing runs, occasionally dropping tiny bags of flour.  The next 
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morning someone came around charting the hits.  When one of the bags landed in our 

back yard, all hell -- or at least its equivalent -- broke loose.  Mother promptly packed 

me off as far away as we could get and still stay in the general vicinity.  Calming down 

after a period of time and realizing the almost impossibility of enemy bombers from 

Germany or Japan managing to reach the interior of Texas, we returned home.  The 

German bombers could hardly make it to England, much less across the Atlantic ocean 

and half-way across the North American continent and the Japs were getting their 

hands full in the western Pacific and probably didn’t have the time or personnel and 

materiel to think of bombing my house in Texas even if they knew where I lived. 

 

The war effort impacted our lives in many ways and we participated in most of them.  

The most pervasive of these war efforts was rationing and its difficult days.  Not 

knowing how long the war would last, ration books were meant to last for a short period 

of time and new ones were issued periodically, although the last one (#5) had been 

printed and was ready for distribution when the war ended making it unnecessary.  

Each successive ration booklet adjusted the amount of a given product allotted and the 

time period it covered.  The war years saw most things, especially staples, in short 

supply and there was a surplus of almost nothing but grief.  To many of us it seemed 

that almost everything was rationed, for most of which we had booklets of coupons and 

tokens.  Cars and tires were rationed as were bicycles.  All fuels, both liquid and solid, 

were rationed.  Anything made of rubber was rationed.  Shoes were rationed.  

Consumer good made of plastic were not yet widespread; however, they would not 

have been available since plastics are made from petroleum.  Almost all food stuffs 
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were rationed: sugar, coffee, all processed foods, meat, canned fish, cheese, canned 

milk, all liquid and solid fats, including butter.  Even typewriters were rationed.  Eggs 

were not rationed, but that didn’t bother us since we had our own chickens which didn’t 

understand the war any better than I did, so they just kept on putting out eggs.  While 

not exactly rationed, clothing was curtailed by reducing the amount of fabric used in 

garments by 15%.  Cuffs were eliminated and hems were either eliminated or greatly 

reduced.  Women’s garments were the most severely impacted by these measures.  

Restrictions and rationing were not lifted until mid-way through 1947.  Incidentally, I still 

have a bag of red and blue World War II OPA ration tokens.   
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 How to use a month’s ration points or 

how to stretch 3 cans of peas to last for 30 days. 

Gasoline was in extremely short supply and was severely rationed.  Most automobiles in 

the country were issued a black “A” sticker, which qualified that car for four (4) gallons 

of gasoline each week.  A-sticker cars were not to be driven for pleasure.  A green “B” 

sticker was issued for cars when driving was considered essential to the war effort.  

These were for industrial war workers and they could purchase eight (8) gallons of 

gasoline per week.   You got a red “C” sticker if you were a physician, a minister, a mail 

carrier, a railroad worker or someone else who worked in a “critical industry.” These 

stickers qualified for 12 gallons a week.   To give you some idea how far your allotment 



 196 

of gasoline would take you, keep in mind that most cars averaged somewhere around 

10 miles per gallon.  A “T” sticker was for truckers who supplied the country and it 

qualified the owner for unlimited amounts of gasoline.  Always ones to feather their 

comfy nests, members of Congress and other government VIPs assured themselves “X” 

stickers and there was no limit to the amount of gasoline they could receive. All stickers 

of whatever kind were affixed to the vehicle’s windshield in the lower left corner and 

nowhere else under penalty rather severe.  Because Mother worked for a wholesale 

grocery company, which was considered vital to the war effort, we had an “A” and a “C” 

sticker, though we never used the amount of gasoline allowed us.  I don’t think I ever 

understood how her job qualified her for two stickers, but it seems it did and that was 

that.  Realizing that slower speeds save fuel, the national Victory Speed was set at 35 

miles per hour – and enforced!   Driving clubs and car pools sprang up and were widely 

used, though the government handed out no rewards for using them.  Neither were 

there penalties for not doing so.   Automobile factories were re-tooled to produce 

military vehicles; therefore, no new automobiles were being manufactured during the 

war and our 1939 Chevrolet (black, of course) lasted us until new production began 

after the V-Days in 1945.   
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  World War II ration tokens. 

 

Automobile tires, being made of rubber in those days, were rationed.  Tires seldom 

lasted more than 3000-4000 miles, if that many, before becoming bald.  In the war years 

driving was kept to a minimum to save gasoline and wear on the tires.  An inner-tube 

repair kit, a jack and a tire pump were essential equipment in any car, since flat tires 

happened often as tires wore thin.  Re-treading of tires was available, but not 

successfully so.  There seemed to be a problem keeping the re-tread properly 

vulcanized to the tire.  We relied mostly on public transportation and used the car as 

little as possible, usually only on Sundays to go to church.  And we walked a lot to our 

intended destination.  I supposed God preferred that we arrive at the sanctuary in style.  

I could have used my pre-war bicycle to go to and from school; however, tires became 

an issue here, too; so, I walked, taking as much care as possible to minimize wear on 

shoes, which were also rationed.  Shoe repair shops were prevalent.  Half-soling of 

shoes was common and many of my shoes were half-soled over and over.  Heels were 
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replaced frequently.  Mother forbad putting “tips” on shoe toes and heels since the metal 

was apt to damage the hardwood floors. 

 

Clothing was scarce.  Again, we took particular care of what we had and repairs were 

made to keep articles of clothing wearable as long as possible.  A missing button was 

often replaced with one that didn’t quite match the others.  Zippers in those days were 

always made with metal teeth.  The metal “went to war” and we had no zippers, other 

than in garments that had been purchased before the war began.  By the time I entered 

high school I had outgrown all my pants with zippered flies.  Other boys who had 

younger brothers had passed their outgrown pants on down, so you only saw zippered 

pants in the junior high schools and elementary schools before wear put an end there, 

too.  My outgrown pants went to the church rummage sales. 

 

Food supply was short and many foods were rationed, the result being that rationing 

taught a lot of people how to use what they had with ingenuity and creativity, how to 

devise tasty meals out of what they had and how to stretch the meager supply to feed 

more mouths.  Among the foods on the ration list were meats, sugar, coffee, cheese, 

flour, etc.  Prepared foods were rationed and in critically short availability.  We were 

okay on that score.  Although we had to fill out a sugar allotment application and get 

approved for home canning, we did so and continued preserving our home-grown fruits 

and vegetables in glass jars, which could be used over and over.  The problem of metal 

lids – the metal having “gone to war” – was solved by using melted paraffin wax as a 

sealant.  The paraffin could be re-melted, skimmed and re-used year after year.  We 
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were still raising chickens and rabbits for meat, so the shortage of meat in the grocery 

store did not impact us severely, except one can get tired of the same meats served so 

often.  In fact we often had meat ration stamps left over.  These were swapped with 

friends and neighbors for something we wanted, quite often for sugar.  Coca Cola was 

an exception to sugar rationing.  They could get all they needed, since Cokes were the 

soft drink of choice provided to all the service men on all fighting fronts.  I mentioned 

that one can get quite tired of eating the same two meats day after day, chicken or 

rabbit.  There is an old Middle French proverb that accurately described what we felt: 

perdrix toujours perdrix, literally partridge always partridge, which means that if one eats 

partridge day after day the partridge remains the same, but the partaker of the partridge 

gradually tires of it and desires a change.  Perhaps in our case poulet toujours poulet or 

lapin toujours lapin would have been more accurate since we had no partridges. 

 

 Application for home canning sugar allotment. 
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A thriving exchange developed over ration stamps during the war.  It didn’t seem to be 

illegal, since the result of rationing was meant to contain the bottom line on food 

availability and not to suggest that each person must be issued and consume a 

designated portion.  We stretched our coffee ration with the infusion of something called 

chicory, which is made from the root of a perennial herb.  At first it tasted too bitter, 

especially since we gave up sugar in our coffee to save it for making jams, jellies, 

pastries and other occasional sweets.  We discovered it was possible to learn to like 

chicory, but it took quite some time.  It was a matter of retraining the taste buds.  Mother 

and I both loved a cup of cocoa or hot chocolate; however, that, too, was critically short.  

It was another of those things that we sought out in our rounds of bartering.  There were 

government sponsored programs where food was concerned. One was “Meatless 

Monday.”  Since the Catholics didn’t eat meat on Friday, I wondered why FDR didn’t 

declare the meatless day on Friday instead of Monday.  Otherwise, the Catholics had 

two meatless days each week, which I suspected as being discriminatory.  Then, 

President Roosevelt was not a Catholic, so I suppose he didn’t care.  The middle of the 

week was celebrated by “Wheatless Wednesday,” thereby stretching the flour allotment, 

which must have been especially hard on the pasta crowd.  I hope you noticed the 

alliteration of those days.  Obviously, the federal government had a sense of humor in 

spite of the calamity that was upon us.  I’m surprised there wasn’t a “Sugarless 

Saturday.”  A “Fishless Friday” would have been going too far, although in those days 

fish was not widely consumed among the general population except for members of a 

certain religious sect. 
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One of the most pervasive government programs was the “Victory Garden.”  It was a 

way of increasing the food supply by turning everyone into small time farmers.  People 

even turned flower beds into vegetable gardens as a means of raising food.  It was a 

way of providing a lot of food at very little cost other than the sweat equity involved.  It 

was a lot of fun.  It was a lot of work!  But, I don’t recall much grumbling, certainly not in 

my home where we had always been accustomed to having a large vegetable garden.  I 

still enjoy a small garden, about all I can comfortably care for in my advanced years.  

There is nothing tastier than a meal with vegetables picked less than an hour prior to 

serving. 

 

The Victory Garden program in the United States, sometimes called the War Garden, 

was patterned somewhat after a similar program in Great Britain that had begun at the 

start of the war there.  It was called “Dig for Victory.”  It promoted home vegetable 

gardens to augment the food shortage with such things as two cartoon characters called 

Dr. Carrot and Potato Pete.  Actually, both programs can be traced back to something 

comparable that had been put in place during the Great War, now called World War I.  

There were “Dig for Victory” anthems which were played on radio broadcasts to 

encourage people to grown their own.  Here is one of them: 

 

Keep on pushing the spade, 

Don’t mind the worms, 

Just ignore their squirms. 
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And when your back aches, laugh with glee 

And keep on diggin’. 

Till we give our foes a Wiggin’. 

Dig!  Dig!  Dig! To Victory! 

 

I don’t recall that we had any Victory Garden songs in this country, though it’s possible 

that we did and I have forgotten.  There were plenty of popular war songs, such as I’m 

looking over the White Cliffs of Dover, Coming in on a wing and a prayer, etc.  Slogans 

abounded and were frequently solicited.  Everywhere you looked or listened there was a 

slogan, often more than one.  Here is one “Slogan Wanted” advertisement that 

appeared in the May 14, 1945 issue of Time magazine: 

 

SLOGAN WANTED -- There's no hook to this deal. These words have work to do. They must get a 

lot of people to get out and buy.  Buy War Bonds . . . at least an extra hundred bucks' worth . . . 

right away quick.  Just what kind of slogan would you think up to sell 'em?  Would you tell all 

those people how much they'll pay off some day?  Maybe say . . . "Today's War Bonds Build Your 

Tomorrow!" Tomorrow?  Swell!  But let's not forget that every dollar is needed because our men 

are fighting now.  So how about . . . "Don't Stop Buying . . . They're Still Dying!" 

 

The First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt, started a Victory Garden on the White House 

grounds, much to the displeasure of the Department of Agriculture, which thought it was 

a slap in the face to the food industry.  I say “good for her” and “boo” to the people at 

the Department of Agriculture.  I don’t expect Mrs. Roosevelt did much of the weeding 
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herself, since she was so busy with other pursuits.  The federal government didn’t just 

promote the idea of Victory Gardens.  It backed up the promotion with seeds.  Packets 

of seeds were provided to schools.  School kids went around the neighborhoods selling 

the seeds; at least some of the children did.  They were very inexpensive, something on 

the order of 5 cents per packet and some smaller packets of seeds were less.  The 

proceeds from these sales were used to buy . . . what else, War Bonds.  When my 

teacher gave me the seed packets I was supposed to sell, I quickly sorted through to 

see what was there.  I knew Mother would buy most if not all of my issue for our home 

garden, except for certain vegetables that we did not prefer.  Cabbage was one of 

those, since a single cabbage plant took up too much room in the garden for what it 

produced.  Besides cabbage was one of the few fresh vegetables that was always 

available in the grocery stores. So, I would trade with another kid any cabbage seed 

packets I had for something I knew my family would have wanted.  The next day I 

turned in the money I had “collected” from the sale of my dole and the teacher 

commended me for my efforts.  Whether she suspected that my family had bought the 

entire lot or not, I’ll never know.  I suspect I was not the only one whose family bought 

all the seed brought home by their son or daughter. 

 

Price controls were in effect during the war in an effort to prevent run-away inflation.  Of 

course that applied to incomes as well as to wholesale and retail prices.  I don’t 

suppose anyone was naïve enough to believe that there was not some hanky-panky 

played out with prices and payrolls.  One was the black market, which I thought at first 

had something do to with slavery.  I had heard about the sale of slaves in the past.  No, 
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this was a scheme through which various materials could be illegally acquired, bought 

and sold.  Clearly it seemed to me, the silk worms had stopped producing; therefore, 

ladies silk hosiery disappeared from stores, reappearing only on the black market, 

assuming one could afford the outrageous price for a pair of silk stockings.  Silk 

stockings became a topic of much banter and fodder for comic strips during the war.  

Mother was certainly not happy with having to draw a line down the backs of her legs 

with a pencil to simulate stocking seams.  Any lady who had a few pairs of silk hosiery 

when the war began always kept at the ready a bottle of clear nail polish to stop a run 

before it got out of hand.  Some food items were also available for a price on the black 

market, a principle one being sugar.  Other commodities available through the black 

market were gasoline, automobile tires and just about anything else that was in short 

supply.  As far as I know my family did not traffic on the black market, whether out of 

moral outrage or from lack of need I’ll never know.  All in all we seemed to be less 

impacted by food shortages and rationing than were many families.  I was still being 

taught the value of planning ahead and being independent. 

 

There were many things about war that I did not understand, perhaps never will.  I cite 

two of the simpler ones here as examples.  “The War” was always referred to in print 

and in conversation as World War II, never as World War 2.  What difference did it 

make?  I found my own answer to this mystery one day when I came to the conclusion 

that when applied to various things the Roman numeral seemed to carry more 

importance and significance than if they were enumerated by those more common 

Arabic numbers.  I recall being summarily corrected when I told my age as XIV instead 



 205 

of 14.  That must have been the day I saw the difference.  I was just a common 14, 

therefore nothing important or significant.  These days there are athletics conferences 

with numbers; so, I guess you can determine for yourself the significant difference 

between the “Big 10”, the “Big XII”, and the “Pac 10.”  Or to avoid an argument maybe 

you better not go there.  It is quite possible that I am wrong in thinking that Roman 

numerals add significance where Arabic numbers contribute none.  Does anyone think 

the Roman numbers after those sequels to the Rocky movie improved them one bit?  I 

think not.  Rocky II, Rocky III, Rocky IV, and Rocky V needed more than Roman 

numerals to make them better.  Could these films possibly have been worse if they had 

been named Rocky 2, Rocky 3, Rocky 4 and Rocky 5?  Incidentally, the dictionary 

defines “sequel” as “that which follows.”  It avoids suggesting that whatever follows will 

be any better . . . or worse . . . for being numbered.  All it means is that whoever was in 

charge couldn’t think of a better title. 

 

The other mystery confronting me was over what the war zones were called.  I saw 

nothing Shakespearean about them.  But, there it was.  It was a theater.  For example, 

the war in Europe was called the “European Theater of Operations.”  To me there was 

nothing medical involved either; it was not a surgical theatre.  And what did this have to 

do with Macbeth?  Or those Broadway plays we had seen in New York a few years 

earlier?  I thought of theater as play acting and I saw nothing resembling play acting in 

the war.  Nor did I accept that the war was played out on the European stage.  Couldn’t 

the generals or newspaper reporters come up with better and more appropriate 

metaphors or vocabulary to describe the war and its whereabouts?  I concluded that 
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creative nomenclature was not a course taught in the military academies or journalism 

schools.  Figurative language received short shrift as well.  I have a tendency to call a 

spade a spade and prefer calling a battlefield a battlefield rather than trying to tidy it up 

with a cleansing, different and very inappropriate word or two which might be intended 

to take the curse off of the actual event. 

 

In time the V (for victory) days arrived, V-E Day for when the war in Europe ended and 

V-J Day for when we had avenged ourselves on the Japanese for their attack on Pearl 

Harbor.  Because of losses of dear friends I savored V-J Day all the more.  No one I 

knew was lost in the ETO (European Theater of Operations), so V-E Day was not quite 

as momentous for me, though I still rejoiced in the victory as did the entire country. 

 

It was said that life in our country slowly returned to normal.  I disagreed, since the only 

“normal” life I had known was the Great Depression and I preferred to look forward to 

something very different and more rewarding.  My wish was granted when the slowly 

developing post-war prosperity allowed me to participate in opportunities that would 

have been denied me had those restrictive days of the Great Depression returned.  And 

prosper I did, thanks in very large measure to the lessons I had been taught growing up 

in the circumstances in which I found myself.  My childhood was certainly unique when 

compared with current times, but I wasted no time wondering what might have been had 

my family been more conventional and had our circumstances been different.  We took 

things as they were and made the most of them, which is about the only thing that 

everyone should do.  We thought we could always do better and we did.  Whining 
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wouldn’t help, so we avoided that useless practice.  I suppose it was the echo of Milton 

that propelled us: “The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a 

hell of heaven.”  We found the former was preferable.  I was taught that if one had 

positive thoughts, anything is possible. 
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SOME MORE LESSONS 
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SOME ASSUMPTIONS 

There is no vice so simple but assumes 

Some mark of virtue on his outward parts. 

 --William Shakespeare 

 

There are people who would be offended at my suggestion that we all have tails.  I have 

no intention of setting off an argument of Darwinian proportions.  What I suggest is that 

as we go through life, other people attach to each of us a collection of assumptions that 

trail behind us in time.  Thus, we become somewhat like a Haley’s Comet hurtling 

through the space of life with an invisible tail.  Not to be overlooked, we add our own 

assumptions for ourselves to those that others have attached to us.  Sometimes these 

are complementary; sometimes they are at odds with each other.  The tail is always 

present; do not think you can escape it. 

 

I do not know when the first assumption was made or who the first person was who said 

“I assume.”  Things were not date-stamped in those days.  The original assumption was 

probably when that mythical Adam assumed he could trust his ex-rib when she 

suggested he bite that alleged apple.  From the very beginning of time some 

assumptions proved to be untrustworthy, like the evening weather forecast.  Even the 

father of history, Herodotus, had a problem trying to establish when certain things took 
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place or who was responsible.  He assumed that folklore was fact.  He was often later 

proven wrong, but he tried.  So, we shouldn’t be surprised that it is almost impossible to 

establish with certainty when an assumption about a person is born.  These days E-

mails are recorded for posterity with day, date, the hour, minute and often the second it 

is generated.  Nobody wrote down these data to preserve for future reference when 

each assumption in my tail originated.  They just grew like Topsy.  The baby book that 

my Mother kept lists every shower gift, including the white gold baby ring that I still have 

– it no longer fits, but is a nice reminder that at one time I had been a baby.  The baby 

book lists various dates of the first time I rolled over, walked, spoke an understandable 

word, etc., but there is not one assumption recorded in that little frayed boy-blue 

booklet.   

 

  My baby ring no long fits. 
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  ”Interesting happenings during the Baby Age,” but there 

are no assumptions recorded in the Baby’s Record, an unfortunate title.  A lock of my baby hair is pinned 

in the upper left corner.   I wish I had it back. 

 

There is a page in the Baby’s Record for “Important Date,” important I suppose to 

parents.  One such date is “First Injury 6-23-29 Fell off bed.”  Was I trying to escape?  

My first tooth appeared at age “8 mo. 14 days.”  Whichever tooth it was, it wasn’t saved 

as proof.  And there is no record that the Tooth Fairy deposited the requisite reward of a 

dime.  When I was in those teeth sheading years, a dime had significant purchasing 

power, so it seems like a lot of money just to reward a kid for doing what Mother Nature 

decreed would happen whether I was ready or not.   Quite likely the first assumption 

about me had its inception during gestation when parents, other family members and 

friends of the family expressed wishes, hopes and predictions of various sorts, some 

realistic and some likely beyond possibility.  The first might have been that universal 
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hope of all prospective parents that I would be born perfect – physically, that is.  How 

otherwise perfect I might become would have to wait later assessment.  Of course in the 

eyes of my Mother I was always perfect in every way.  Who am I to argue with that!  As I 

aged to the point of comprehension, I remember Mother and others expressing thoughts 

of what I might become.  It was assumed I would grow up to be like my father and 

grandfather, something to do with genetics.  It was assumed I could learn all, or most, of 

the things other kids my age would learn at about the same time, otherwise I would be 

either “ahead” or “behind.”  If the former was my Mother’s assumption for me, I fulfilled 

her wish, although I was unaware of doing so and would have apologized that it was not 

my fault.  It was assumed I might even learn some things Mother did not want me to 

know, so she did her best to shield me from such distractions.  As you might guess, I 

did learn some of those things anyway despite her efforts.  We won’t go into that.  It was 

assumed I would do well in school -- the fly swatter would have been the insurance, as 

it was for many other things.   

 

From grade to grade my teachers made assumptions about me.  That would account for 

my skipping a grade when it was assumed I was capable of doing school work at a 

higher grade level than the one in which I found myself.  It was probably during my last 

days in junior high school that teachers and the principal came to judge me, following 

which their judgment and prediction was forwarded to the powers that be in high school, 

that based on my academic performance I was assumed to be eventually college 

bound.  With that assumption in place I found myself in what was called college 

preparatory classes in high school.  I don’t recall ever being consulted on this decision 



 213 

and if Mother was, she never told me, but she would have agreed.  Further, it was 

assumed that I should have no say in the matter, the reason being that I was a minor 

child, therefore would be doing as I was told without argument, or if I chose to argue it 

would go for nothing and no amount of whining would change things. 

 

At the juncture of leaving junior high school and entering high school there was a 

separation that took place among the students, a sort of dividing the sheep from the 

goats, many of whom had progressed along the educational way together since the first 

grade.  Up to then we had had eight years to show what we were worth, or not.  Those 

who were deemed to be “college material” went to a certain high school.  The others 

were channeled to a different high school where the curriculum focused on what I guess 

was called job training skills such as automobile mechanics, plumbing, electrician, or 

carpentry.  I had a cousin who found himself saddled with a different set of assumptions 

from mine and probably different performance, too.  He was sent to a technical high 

school while I was sent to a college prep high school.  It caused a schism between us 

that never healed.  Nothing deliberate happened between us, we just imperceptibly 

slowly drifted away from each other as our interests and academic activities divulged in 

different directions.  Eventually we had nothing in common to bind us together except 

some familily genetics.  Mother possessed the same assumption for me – I would go to 

college, the first in our family to do so, at least as far as we knew.  It was her 

commitment to turn assumption into reality. 
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In high school there was another division among the students, since it had been 

discovered that some of us were boys and some were girls and in its wisdom the School 

Board had decided that we should mix as little as possible.  It had to do with puberty 

and hormones, though neither of these topics would be discussed aloud in polite 

company.  Who was being protected from whom was never stated to any degree of 

certitude.  The rather attractive high school building had been constructed shortly after 

The Great War and passage of the 16th, 18th and 19th Amendments to the Constitution.  

(Notice I have omitted mention of the 17th Amendment, which had to do with the election 

of United States Senators by popular vote and did not seem to impinge on the topic 

presently under discussion.)   I’m sure the erection of the building was not meant to be a 

memorial to either the Great War, the imposition of the income tax, prohibition or 

women’s suffrage.  It was designed in a style of questionable architectural parentage, 

though there were nuances both Normanesque and Georgian.  The architects saw fit to 

separate the home rooms, called Houses, of boys and girls as far apart as possible.  

The footprint of the building was a sans serif letter “E”.  The long flat side of the letter 

faced east.  In the north wing on three of the floors were the Houses for the boys.  The 

three girls’ Houses were in the south wing.  The north broad stairways were for going 

up; the south staircases were for going down.  There was always a teacher standing 

guard to insure that students did not attempt to violate the traffic pattern.  Going up the 

down or down the up was strictly forbidden.  Since these Houses and stairways were 

quite some distance apart it made for haste going to classes between bells if one had to 

change floors. 
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The very large boys’ Houses were named for men of some distinction: Thomas Alva 

Edison -- inventor, scientist and businessman, James Whitcomb Riley – poet, and 

Woodrow Wilson – political scientist, university administrator and politician.  The highest 

honor and floor was named for the scientist, the lowest – appropriately enough -- for the 

politician, with the literary figure insulating the two from each other.  The School Board 

was not anxious to name one of the Houses for William Howard Taft who’s Resolution 

led the Congress to pass the 16th Amendment ultimately imposing the Federal Income 

Tax on one and all. Coming from junior high school the girls and boys were arbitrarily 

distributed into the various Houses. For reason unknown to me I was assigned to 

Wilson House; perhaps it was just some sort of lottery at work.   

 

The equally large girls’ Houses were named for women in whose eyes the School Board 

had found some measure of fame in need of recognition.  There was Frances Elizabeth 

Caroline Willard, that itinerant gadfly with the attention span of a fruit fly who lent her 

strident voice to every noisy bandwagon that came along but who is best remembered 

for her involvement with the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and 18th 

Amendment infamy; Clarissa Harlowe Barton who brought the Red Cross to the United 

States from Europe and seemed to have otherwise kept her nose clean; and Laura 

Jane Addams, pioneer social worker and Nobel Peace Prize winner.  This was not a 

bad lot, though none was in the same category as the men so honored.  The School 

Board must have had a high ol’ time choosing names for the girls’ Houses.  Susan B. 

Anthony of women suffrage notoriety was just too much!  The 19th Amendment was 

something that had to be tolerated; recognizing one of the movement’s leaders in 
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perpetuity would have been going too far.  There was another well-known woman at the 

time and who might have been considered for whom one of the girl’s Houses could 

have been named.  Anna Marie Jarvis, responsible for the memorial to her mother as 

Mother’s Day, was still alive as names were being considered.  The holiday had only 

been recognized for less than a decade, though the still alive and unmarried Miss Jarvis 

was campaigning against the holiday that she had promoted.  That must have been 

enough for the School Board to scratch her from their list.  It is a recognized universal 

that women have the right to change their minds, but once committed and recognized 

far and wide she should have been held to it and kept her mouth shut, though that was 

probably an insurmountable consummation devoutly to be wished. 

 

My trailing assumptions were growing, though I suspect some had dropped out along 

the way, probably when they were either fulfilled or were proven unrealistic.  It is 

possible that some of them we just silly to begin with.  Family friends took up the 

assumption that I would go to college.  So, too, did my barber, our minister, our grocer, 

our pharmacist and my boss at the department store where I worked, among others.  

This was not a secret to be kept from my classmates.  All of the kids in my school knew 

who would probably go to college and who wouldn’t and there were very few in the latter 

category.  In my senior class many of us assumed a certain boy would end up in the 

penitentiary.  Instead, he was elected to the state legislature.  Not all crimes result in 

prison time.   
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My High School senior research paper was on the United Nations Organization – the O 

was dropped some years later -- a still developing concept designed somewhat along 

the lines of President Woodrow Wilson’s notion of a League of Nations.  The committee 

of teachers who rated all senior research papers gave mine top honors along with a few 

others.  I wish I still had a copy of that report.  I would like to see how the now named 

United Nations stacks up against the theoretical world organization envisioned in 1945.  

While world peace was a worthy undertaking as stated in the charter, it is obvious now 

that it is yet to work out that way in spite of its forces winning a Nobel Peace Prize.  I 

wonder what FDR would think of what happened to the idea he first proposed in 1939? 

 

It was in the late Spring of my senior year in high school that our minister contacted 

Mother regarding a competition for scholarships at a Methodist related private 

university.  This university was not on my prospect list as I knew the outrageous tuition 

was beyond our budget.  If I entered the competition -- and won -- enrollment would be 

possible.  Mother was quite impressed with the possibility of my attending a Methodist 

university.  It is likely that she assumed I would win a scholarship.  I don’t recall that 

attending a Methodist university was a high priority for me.  Did I go to the competition 

with the assumption of winning?  Absolutely not!  I was too frightened to assume 

anything.  I had gone through high school never having taken a final exam.  Those of us 

who had excellent grades were exempt at the end of each semester from final 

examinations in our classes.  It was the fear of taking written examinations in the 

scholarship competition that frightened me. 
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There were a hundred or so of us who went through the battery of written tests morning 

and afternoon for most of three days.  We were domiciled in the university’s dormitories, 

since classes were over for the Spring semester and all or most of the regular students 

had gone home for the Summer.  When the last pages of the exams had been collected 

at noon on the third day, I just wanted to go home, but I was not allowed to escape 

before announcement of the competition winners.  Late that third afternoon we were 

reconvened to receive the results, although some of the kids had departed early, 

probably assuming they had no expectation of winning or perhaps they had done so 

badly they had been forewarned of their failure and been sent home to avoid the 

embarrassment.  If I had known how they managed to get away, it is likely I would have 

done likewise.  When the obligatory dull speeches had been delivered at the final 

ceremony, I was one of the ten winners.  Each of us received the same scholarship.  I 

accepted the certificate and letter which had to be exchanged upon enrollment for 

tuition, fees, and books.  I couldn’t wait to get out of there and go home.  Fortunately I 

was able to catch what I suppose was the last bus of the day to my home town.  This 

was the first time I had been away from home overnight by myself and it was a strange 

experience.  Visiting with others there for the examination I discovered that I was not the 

only one with that reaction and it had the effect of making almost instant friends, though 

as it turned out the relationships were only temporary. 

 

In college it is natural that professors and administrators assume certain things about 

students in terms of what is known about them from periodic interactions, classroom 

performance, grades and other sources – a complex set of assumptions.  Though I 
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have little concrete evidence in support of my contention, I assume my professors along 

the way held thoughts about me, my abilities and my possibilities.  The academic 

grapevine among professors was alive and well.  Winning an academic scholarship 

certainly created a host of other assumptions. My plume of trailing assumptions was 

getting bigger and bigger, longer and longer.  Not one item in its plume was date-

stamped.  In several isolated cases I have proof of what was expected of me because 

the professor told me what he had in mind, results of his assumptions. 

 

It would be nice to think that September 1946 was not the best of times for me to enter 

the university, though hindsight suggests that my problems might have been the same 

in any other year.  That fall saw the first big wave of ex-servicemen from World War II 

hitting the campuses under the G.I. Bill.  They were called GIs and they were a financial 

boon to colleges and universities, meanwhile causing major issues in how to 

accommodate them in housing and classrooms.  Dormitories were woefully inadequate 

and the supply of competent faculty was quite short.  Married GIs were allowed to live 

off campus.  Single GIs were mixed in with other students in dorms, many bunked three 

and four to rooms meant to accommodate only two.  I remember one residence hall 

where the over-crowding was so bad bunk beds were set up in the hallways while other 

arrangements were being made to accommodate them.  Classrooms meant for 30 or so 

students often had 50 or more.  My Introduction to Philosophy class of 400 students met 

in an auditorium.  Faculty members who ordinarily would have taught four or five 

classes found themselves teaching six or seven, I hope appropriately compensated, 

though at the time I paid it no attention.  If any of them complained, I never heard of it. 
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My problem arose when I was thrown in with all those much older and worldly 

experienced GIs.  They had been everywhere.  They were emancipated.  They had 

cars.  They smoked cigarettes.  They drank liquor.  They were liberated.  I, on the other 

hand, was a green, sheltered, naïve kid away from home for the first time on his own.  I 

quickly realized that I had missed out on a lot, or at least I thought I had, and that there 

was life to be lived and I made up my mind to live it.  I made the decision to catch up 

with all those older, worldly guys if I could.  I had a bit of savings in my checking 

account, which I quickly squandered on things I thought I needed in order to keep up 

with the big boys.  Worse, I felt no pressing need to attend classes regularly and 

studying was something that would take care of itself without my intervention.  I did 

observe the dormitory curfew hours, since I feared the wrath of the Dorm Mother, Mrs. 

Cornwell, and what she might bring down on me if I failed to be in on time.  I was pretty 

sure she did not wield a flyswatter like my Mother or a mythical electric paddle like my 

school principal, but I wasn’t going to risk it lest she have a worse weapon as one might 

expect at a university. 

 

I pledged a fraternity.  I was assigned a Big Brother, an ex-Navy man, whose task it was 

to keep me in line and on the right path, whatever that was.  I wasted little time paying it 

any attention.   It was no surprise to David when he learned that I was frequently absent 

from class and not doing my homework, that my grades were in serious decline, actually 

in serious jeopardy.  In charge, he took me in tow, so in tow that he physically escorted 

me to classes to insure that I attended.  Though I cannot verify it, I suspected he 

lingered in the hallway outside the classroom to make sure I did not escape.  He sat 
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with me in the evenings forcing me to study and often helping me with some difficult 

matter.  He was committed to turning me into a college student, like it or not.  I hated his 

guts! 

 

All I wanted to do was have fun as I thought all the other students, especially all those 

GIs that I idolized, did.  Of course, I had misread them.  I couldn’t imagine that those 

GIs had someone like David hovering over them and demanding they go to class and 

do their homework and I was humiliated by what David was doing to me.  What does 

one do in such as case?  The usual . . . revenge!  I did everything I could think of to 

make David’s life miserable.  I think I must have developed a creative talent for doing as 

much mischief to him as I could.  Though I do remember some of the agonizing things I 

put him through, I am too embarrassed to document them here.  He paid no attention to 

my mistreatment of him, but just kept on doing the same things to turn me into a 

university student.  This harassment continued throughout most of my Freshman year.  

David assumed that I had what it took to succeed in college and he made sure that I did 

so.  The future would prove him correct. 

 

I ended the Spring Semester with the grades expected of one on a President 

Scholarship and during the summer I began to realize what David had done for me and 

my hatred of him turned to the kind of love he had shown me.  The next fall our 

relationship changed.  He no longer lorded it over me as there was no need to and I had 

become committed to being a model student, at least as close as I could come to that 

standard.  Since we were roommates, he saw the fruits of his labor on a daily basis.  I 
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was quite embarrassed over the way I had treated him the previous year and repeatedly 

apologized to him.  He had realized that I was simply too young and inexperienced, like 

an unbroken colt, and it was his job to turn me into a more mature human being.  David 

graduated at the end of that academic year and went on to Seminary.  The bond 

between us that he had fostered that first year continued until his too-early death.  He 

assumed I had what it took to succeed in higher education and he further assumed he 

had what it would take to bring that about.  I owe him a great debt, for without him I 

surely would have been expelled at the end of my first year at the university and who 

knows what might have become my lot in life.  I might have become a politician! 

 

Having taken Biology, Chemistry and Physics in high school, my faculty advisor at the 

university assumed something different for my science course and enrolled me in 

Geology during my freshman year.  The classes presented something very new to me 

and I guess my excitement was evident.  Toward the end of that first year I made the 

decision to chuck a pre-law course of study and become a geologist instead.  A 

prevalent assumption was that college freshmen often changed their minds about their 

intended major fields of study.  Some students changed their minds frequently.  Dr. 

Blank was thrilled with my decision to go into Geology.  Yes, that was his real name and 

he was Chairman of the department.  He knew that I would be taking additional courses 

in Geology to satisfy a major requirement for a baccalaureate degree as well as taking a 

minor concentration in Chemistry.  For the next academic year Dr. Blank offered me a 

job – I can’t call it a position – as lab assistant, which would cover my board and room in 

the dormitory.  I was quite honored.  The work was exciting and I learned a lot of 
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geology just by setting up the lab materials and equipment for various classes.  When I 

was doing my work alone because Dr. Blank was teaching a class, I was responsible for 

baby sitting Rusty, his big red dog, a Setter of some kind.  It trailed me around my work 

area as I went about my duties, never being much of a problem.  Rusty never divulged 

his assumptions of me, although one might suppose that he assumed that I was there to 

keep him company, which I was.  Dog-sitting did not appear on my developing resume. 

 

In the Spring of my sophomore year Dr. Blank took me and three other selected 

students to the annual convention of the American Association of Petroleum Geologists 

which was held at the Rice Hotel in Houston.  My three friends were all a number of 

years older than I and were much more worldly having been in World War II military 

service.  Tom, my favorite of the three, assumed I was as worldly as he was and he 

treated me as an equal, which I appreciated.  When a cocktail reception beckoned, we 

attended.  He ordered a bourbon and ginger ale.  Being an alcohol virgin, though I had 

never officially committed myself in writing in the family Bible to being a teetotaler, I was 

prepared to say “No, thanks” when the bartender asked what I would have.  Tom 

answered for me and said “The same.”  So, that was my first taste of liquor.  Geology 

and bourbon didn’t mix well.  I gave up bourbon after that first drink and Geology 

several years later, though not for the same reasons.  When I gave up plans for a work 

life in Geology, Mother was not distressed and I saved her from further agony by 

keeping her ignorant about the bourbon.  I assumed the less she knew the better . . . 

and I was not ready to assume that I was too old for the fly swatter . . . or her idea of 

mouthwash. 
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That Sophomore Spring was momentous for reasons other than my first taste of liquor.  

Having given up my crush on Margaret O’Brien, I had been seeing a special girl since 

the beginning of my freshman year.  Sometimes we had classes together.  I was her 

date for her sorority parties and she was mine for my fraternity events.  We had an 

unspoken assumption that we were what might be called “an item.”  She and I often 

visited a favorite drug store not far from campus.  When pocket money permitted we 

had a hamburger and chocolate milk shake.  If we were lucky someone else would be 

feeding nickels into the juke box and we could dance for free.  She was not 

academically happy, something about uninspiring professors in her chosen field of 

study.  She wanted to transfer to the major state public university.  I saw no reason why 

I shouldn’t do likewise, since my scholarship was coming to an end after two years and I 

had no idea where the money to cover my next year’s tuition, fees, board and room and 

books would come from, even considering that the university recommended that $12.00 

per semester would be sufficient budget for all the books I would need. 

 

Though I assumed it might have been, a transfer to another university was not a 

concern to Mother.  In fact, it was probably a relief to her to be out from under the 

burden of the expensive tuition.  The transfer completed, I entered my junior year on a 

much larger campus with new opportunities and new excitements.  Just before we went 

home for the Christmas/New Year’s break, I gave my girl friend my fraternity pin, or as 

we said in those days: “I pinned her.”  This was tantamount to pre-engagement.  We 

were both amazed when we realized that neither one of us had dated another person in 

college.  At Easter the next spring I proposed marriage and she accepted.  We decided 
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on a June wedding the next year after graduation.  Our engagement lasted just over 

three weeks. 

 

It was a nice, warm spring weekend and her sorority went on a picnic to an area on the 

edge of town.  Walking back to the campus the girls were strung out along the road.  As 

some of them were crossing a narrow bridge over a small creek, a speeding car hit 

three of the girls.  Two were killed, including my fiancé.  I finished the semester, but I 

could not commit to returning for my senior year.  There were just too many memories 

haunting that campus.  I discussed other university possibilities with Dr. Bullard, my 

faculty advisor in the Geology Department, and he suggested a new place called Texas 

Technological College.  My interest in English literature was emerging and I discussed 

this with Dr. Howard in the English Department.  He, too, thought highly of several 

professors in the English Department at Texas Technological College.  I transferred all 

of my collected assumptions again, this time for the last courses toward a baccalaureate 

degree.   

 

I arrived at Texas Technological College with a transcript of over 100 credit hours and 

confusion over my academic future.  Meeting with my assigned academic advisor in the 

Geology Department it was determined that I only needed 6 hours of classes plus the 

fateful field course to complete a major concentration.  A couple of courses would 

complete a minor in Chemistry.  Otherwise, all I had left to garner were electives.  I 

decided to take these in the English Department, germinating on the idea of getting a 

degree in English, which I assumed might be possible.  I took the two degree plans 
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developed by my two faculty advisors to the Registrar’s Office and they didn’t know 

what to do with me.  It appeared they were not ready to deal with a student who 

assumed he could get a Bachelor of Science degree in Petroleum Geology and a 

Bachelor of Arts degree in English . . . at the same time.  The lady I was talking with 

disappeared to consult with others, probably including the Registrar, Mr. Clement and 

the Assistant Registrar, unfortunately named Warren G. Harding.  I assumed they 

consulted every College policy and protocol known to man before coming back with the 

begrudged announcement that there did not appear to be any proscription to prevent 

my doing as I wished.  If I assumed they would be happy for me, perhaps even excited, 

that assumption was quickly dashed as I was dismissed to pursue my future. 

 

Over the next academic year I enrolled in only Geology, Chemistry and English 

literature classes.  During the following summer I completed the Geology field course, 

which really convinced me that the life of a Geologist, especially in the field, was not for 

me.  The English literature classes decided my future.  As commencement approached 

in May 1951 I became another dilemma for the College.  I was to receive two 

baccalaureate degrees, one in Arts and one in Sciences.  They didn’t know where to 

seat me for commencement services and how to have me march with the B.A. 

recipients, then run around and get in the line with the B.S. graduates.  I didn’t think it 

was a big deal and again after much consultation it was decided that I would do just 

that: get one diploma from Dr. Wiggins, then go around and get in the proper place in 

another line for the other diploma.  My graduating colleagues didn’t appear to think 

anything about it, though it might be assumed that a few would be envious of my double 
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dipping.  Dr. Wiggins had signed both diplomas, probably never noticing the same name 

on two of them.  Dean Goodwin, too, had signed both diplomas, but I know he noticed, 

for he was the only one who congratulated me with a clever remark and what for him 

passed as a smile. 

 

Approaching receipt of a bachelor’s degree in English, Dr. Strout assumed I could not 

only be successful in graduate work but also made it clear to me that it was my next 

step and that I was to work under him.  Who was I to argue!  I trusted in his judgment 

and assumed he knew what he was doing.  Bachelor’s degrees in hand, actually in 

frame, I embarked toward a Master of Arts degree in English.  Dr. Strout, the great 

assumpter, picked the courses I was to take and wrote up the degree plan.  It was 

approved by Dr. Camp, Head of the English Department, and I diligently filed it in the 

Division of Graduate Studies office with Dean Gates.  Assuming that I would not argue, 

Dr. Strout assigned my thesis research topic and sent me off that summer to begin the 

work.  The classes over the next academic year were exciting, especially since Dr. 

Strout had picked classes for me that avoided the weakest professors in the 

department.  He assumed I didn’t need to waste time in dull classes.  I knew the main 

two professors he wished me to avoid and I agreed with his choices, having taken 

undergraduate classes with them.  The irony was that the two he wished me to avoid 

were the Head of the English Department and the Dean of Graduate Studies. 

 

With a Master of Arts degree in hand I could now approach the possibility of a terminal 

degree.  Dr. Strout had made the same assumption and I started the course work.  This 
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is where the assumptions caught up with me.  I was working at a full time job at the 

Lubbock Avalanche-Journal newspaper as Oil Editor, Dr. Camp had offered me a job 

teaching lower level English classes, I had my church organist job, I was taking 

graduate classes . . . and I was getting married!  My plate was too full and priorities had 

to be assigned, the result being that something had to give.  I couldn’t give up those 

endeavors that produced income.  It was the graduate class work that was delayed, not 

cancelled, just put off for a few years before I could get back to pursuing the final 

degree.  I was still collecting and trailing assumptions.  My tail was getting longer, or 

perhaps just wider.  Lest you think otherwise, I am referring to my tail of assumptions.  

Don’t lose focus. 

 

The old joke about the word “assume” implying something about “u” and “me” is well 

known.  What may be overlooked is the extent to which assumptions are motivators, 

sometimes positive and sometimes confirming the negative.  In my case, I believe the 

assumptions made about and for me by my Mother, my public school teachers and 

principals, and my faculty advisors and instructors at Texas Tech significantly supported 

objectives I held for myself but which needed external reinforcement and confirmation.  

This I received in unselfish measure and for which I am most grateful.  I realized that 

turning positive assumptions into the reality of aims and objectives is one of the great 

things that happens to people.  Michelangelo observed that “The greater danger for 

most of us lies in not setting our aim too high and falling short, but in setting our aim too 

low and achieving our mark.” 
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THE GREAT OUTBACK 

Somewhere – in desolate wind-swept space – 

In Twilight-land – in No-man’s land – 

Two hurrying Shapes met face to face. 

-- Thomas Bailey Aldrich 

 

One of those Shapes was me; the other was Texas Technological College and we 

came together in that great outback called the Texas South Plains.  I had been 

somewhat prepared for the arid desolation of the vastness that was/is West Texas, 

having passed that way before, though I had never been to Lubbock.  Looking out the 

window of the bus that carried me from the greener and more bucolic part of the state to 

my destination I observed the increasing acreage as far as I could see of dirt, weeds 

and the absence of trees.  Cattle were here and there foraging far and wide for sufficient 

sustenance and water.  It was a depressing sight.  At one point the bus groaned up a 

long hill, at the top of which was a large sign with fading paint welcoming me to the Cap 

Rock, whatever that was.  It was some time before my first assumption was proved 

incorrect.  It was not a rock shaped like a baseball cap, perhaps as big as Australia’s 

Ayers Rock.  On the flat open plains something like that would have been a welcome 

relief. 



 230 

The bus continued on its way stopping every 30 miles or so to take-on and off-load a 

passenger or two before finally arriving at the station in Lubbock.  I did not find it an 

impressive town.  Later I learned that it lived on the triumvirs of cotton, oil and the 

College, only one of which at the time held any fascination for me.  I had never been 

around cattle and had no intention of altering that condition any time soon.  I was an 

intended Geology major, which is closely related to the oil industry, but I left oil 

production to those who didn’t mind getting dirty.  My previous Geology classes had 

focused on what is called “hard rock Geology” not Petroleum Geology.  Mineralogy was 

my particular interest.  Certain professors at the College had been highly recommended 

to me; therefore, I neared Texas Technological College with great anticipation. 

 

I had been accustomed to trees, shrubs, flowers and grassy lawns.  Glancing around 

the town on my way to the campus and considering my first glimpses of the campus I 

realized that I must abandon any preconceptions I might have had of what the campus 

should look like.  Compounding my disappointment was a massive dust storm that 

welcomed me on my second day on campus and became a frequent occurrence ever 

after.  And I don’t even want to think about that awful odor brought by the north wind 

from the cattle feed lots somewhere toward Amarillo.  I wondered if the uglification of 

this part of Texas were accidental or deliberate and, if the latter, who might have been 

responsible for its transmogrification.  At this point I considered not unpacking my 

belongings and leaving this ugly and distressing place behind me as quickly as 

possible.  Then I remembered that my prepaid tuition, board and room were not 

refundable and that I best stick it out for a semester to get my money’s worth.  



 231 

Eventually, I was glad I did.  I should point out here that all of the costs of my years in 

higher education, including tuition, fees, board, room, books, supplies, etc., were paid 

for either by the President Scholarship, Mother or me from earnings.  Neither Mother 

nor I ever took out a loan to pay for my schooling.  If I hadn’t been worthy of the 

undertaking, we would not have been stuck with paying back wasted money.  As it was, 

it was our money well invested. 

 

The campus itself sprawled far and wide with seemingly far too many weedy acres for 

the few clustered buildings around the main entrance to the College at Broadway and 

College Avenue as if hovering not too closely for company on that lonely track of land.  

A few struggling elm trees were dotted here and there.  Bermuda grass in a few small 

scattered patches struggled to survive.  Periodically on seemingly no specific schedule 

a water truck drove around the areas where plants tried to grow and sprayed them with 

water.  One could almost hear the poor things sigh with relief at that life-giving drink.  I 

decided that the Russian Thistle, which the cowboy song lauds as a “tum-bull-ling 

tumble weed,” must have been the official plant of the campus, the town, the county and 

eventually the entire South Plains.  It did not seem to need any care and almost no 

water to thrive.  They are ugly, not a bit improved when people sprayed them with white 

paint and put Christmas decorations on them in an attempt to make something out of 

nothing.  Some things are simply beyond the pall. 

 

Adjusting to my horticultural disappointment, I began to focus on other aspects of the 

campus.  The first buildings I saw were Sneed Hall and West Hall, dormitories for boys.  
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These were attractive buildings constructed in an architectural style that I came to 

understand was vaguely Spanish Renaissance.  Of similar design on the left was Doak 

Hall, a dormitory for girls.  South of Doak Hall was another dormitory for girls, Drane 

Hall. Further into the campus was a large traffic circle, the interior of which was 

overgrown with weeds.  As I looked out at the westering sun between the Library and 

the Chemistry Building and past the water tower I could only think of Plutarch’s Life of 

Theseus in which he observes that “. . . beyond this lies nothing but sandy deserts full of 

wild beasts, unapproachable bogs, Sythian ice, or a frozen sea . . .” Well, maybe the 

bogs, ice and sea were a bit too much to expect, but the sandy desert proved eerily 

real.  I know that circles do not have corners, but please indulge me in this.  At the 

northwest corner of the circle was the Library and at the southwest corner was the 

Chemistry Building, somewhat misnamed since it contained all of the science 

departments.  South of the Chemistry Building was the Agriculture Building, beyond 

which were cattle barns, a silo, and God knows what else.  Extending north from the 

circle was a divided esplanade at the far end of which was the Textile Engineering 

Building, facing the esplanade.  Electrical Engineering and Mechanical Engineering 

Buildings were on either end of the esplanade near the Textile Engineering Building.  All 

of these buildings carried out the Spanish Renaissance theme, which seemed to be the 

accepted architectural preference of the College. 

 

What caught my eye was the Administration Building on the south side of the circle, that 

most symbolic aspect for describing how the students felt the administration went 

around.  This structure was the most aesthetically rewarding thing I had seen in 
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Lubbock.  It took the accepted Spanish Renaissance style of architecture to new 

heights.  As I walked around and around that building my eyes rested first on one 

feature, then on another.  I didn’t know where to look for long.  There was too much to 

take in.  Twin campaniles anchored the east and west ends of the building.  I didn’t 

know if there were bells in the towers.  For all I knew all they contained were bats.  

Everywhere I looked I saw carved stone and engravings identifying what I assumed 

were the names of academic disciplines particularly fancied by whoever was in charge 

of the building’s construction: Literature, Art, Science, Agriculture, Manufacturing, and 

Home Making.  Of course, I was particularly glad to see my favorite subjects, literature 

and science, had made the cut confirming what my advisors had told me several 

months before.  I wondered if Dr. Howard and Dr. Bullard had seen this academic 

billboard.  Reading my way around the building I could make out Church, State, Home, 

School, Industry, Wealth, Religion, Good Citizenship, Patriotism, Virtue and 

Enlightenment.  My Goodness; they seemed to have thought of almost everything.  

There were quotations of some sort.  I saw seven carved seals, six being of the six flags 

under which the State of Texas had existed, Spain, France, Mexico, the Republic of 

Texas, the Confederacy, and the United States of America.  The seventh seal was that 

of the College itself.  I had been sufficiently indoctrinated in Texas and United States 

History in high school and during my freshman year in the university to recognize the 

carved busts of Sam Houston, Davy Crockett, Stephen F. Austin, Christopher 

Columbus, Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, George Washington and Robert E. Lee.  

Notice that Ulysses S. Grant did not make the cut.  There were some others I didn’t 

recognize, but they must have been of men of some importance to the history of the 
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country, the state or something.  Carved in lintels and elsewhere were names of historic 

people that most everyone should recognize; Hippocrates was one I recall and I noticed 

that whoever was responsible for doing the carving had fractured the name of that great 

master Michael Angelo.  Someone should have pointed out that no space separates his 

name into two words.  During my years at Texas Tech I never tired of looking at various 

parts of this building and admiring every one.  There was little other beauty on the 

campus to attract anyone’s attention.  The other permanent buildings on the campus 

had minimal carvings of various sorts, but nothing to compare with those of the 

Administration Building.   I guess the construction budgets were insufficient to allow for 

more. 

 

One cannot spend all of one’s time admiring a single structure.  Looking elsewhere 

around the campus tended to bring me back to reality.  There were the other permanent 

buildings mentioned already.  Unfortunately, their beauty was reduced by nearby new 

construction projects for other permanent buildings.  Construction is short lived as the 

life of a campus goes and shortly those buildings, too, took their places in campus life.  I 

recall the new Museum at the northeast corner of the traffic circle and a new Science 

Building at the west end of the parking lot that separated the Library from the Chemistry 

Building.  The new Science Building put an end to that great water tower, mounted on 

the side of which was a huge lighted Double T which could be seen all the way east 

down Broadway.  Soon construction was underway on new dormitories for girls and 

boys, though shortly they would be thought of as Men’s Dorm 3, Men’s Dorm 4, 

Women’s Dorm 3 and Women’s Dorm 4.  Casa Linda, across the street east of the 
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Administration Building was a small co-operative house for girls/women.  It did not seem 

to warrant being included in the numbering system. 

 

Post World War II saw an explosion in enrollment in colleges and universities, almost 

none of which were prepared to received all those ex-military men and a few women 

coming back into education courtesy of the GI Bill.  Texas Tech was no exception.  It 

suffered severe lack of facilities to house these people.  Classroom and laboratory 

space was at a premium as was office space for administration, faculty and support 

staff.  The quick and easy answer was the very inexpensive World War II Army surplus 

barracks buildings.  Perhaps calling them “buildings” stretched the definition when 

“shack” would have been more descriptive and accurate.  They were scattered 

everywhere on campus, sometimes in clusters, sometimes singly.  None of them did 

anything to improve the beauty of the campus.  There was no way to hide them.  Since 

they were thought to be only temporary, it was not necessary to paint them or do 

anything more than the minimum required to make them reasonably inhabitable for the 

intended purposes.  I was fortunate enough to not have any of my classes in any of 

those barracks buildings except for one Geology class in Ground Water.  I found no 

particular problem with that class, that is, until the weather turned.  Dust storms found 

their way inside the classrooms, coating everything with a fine powder, including the 

lungs of those of us who insisted on regularly breathing.  Air conditioning was unknown 

on campus at the time.  Cooling comfort was attempted by opening the windows.  As 

the days grew colder the heating systems in the barracks tried valiantly to keep us 

warm, rarely meeting our expectations. 
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Little did I know at the time, but there arrived on campus at the same time as I did a 

savior of the grounds.  His name was Elo Urbanovsky.  He held academic appointment 

in the Division of Agriculture in Horticulture and Park Management.  I do not know what 

his teaching assignment was and I never knew a student who had a class with him.  

What I do know is that he must have shared my perception that the Texas Tech campus 

was simply ugly and he had been assigned the responsibility of doing something about 

it.  Whose idea it was, I do not know; but I am sure President Wiggins must have taken 

a large measure of credit.  His office on the second floor of the Administration Building 

looked out on the weeds and bare dirt. 

 

Mr. Urbanovsky did what was expected of him.  First, he made a plan.  Often I 

encountered him standing in one spot or another just . . . looking.  He looked for long 

minutes this way and that.  He watched the students walking here and there between 

classes as a way to determine the best places to install paved sidewalks, of which there 

were almost none at the time.  Expensive concrete was not to be wasted on areas that 

would not be used.  He scouted out prime places for trees to enhance the buildings and 

other vistas.  In his mind he placed flower beds and flowering shrubs to the same 

purpose.  In his imagination he must have painted all that bare dirt with green lawn.  Of 

course, I cannot confirm that all this is what was going through his mind, though from 

time to time in passing I spoke briefly with him about what he was doing.  So, I feel 

rather comfortable in my conclusions.  He was not one to rest on his laurels and with 

some rapidity it was possible to detect changes in the campus.  It would take years to 

mature, but the beginnings took place soon after his first year.  I am pleased to observe 
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that his efforts, a mix of British royal formal gardens and Celebrity Brown’s clumps and 

free forms, and the work of his crew have produced an award winning very beautiful 

campus that I am glad to say I have lived long enough to see.  Mr. Urbanovsky cannot 

be congratulated enough for shepherding the beautification of the Texas Tech campus.  

I hope he was sufficiently recognized and rewarded for his work. 
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NO RESIDENCE HALLS 

If I were founding a university I would found first a smoking room; 

then when I had a little more money in hand I would found a dormitory; 

-- Stephen Leacock 

 

After eight hours or so on a rickety bus I arrived in Lubbock at the Texas, New Mexico & 

Oklahoma (TNM&O) bus station which was somewhere on the edge of downtown.  After 

waiting too long for the bus driver to disgorge my two pieces of Halliburton luggage from 

the innards of the bus, I pondered my next step.  That was September 1949 and I still 

have the large piece of Halliburton luggage all these years later, though I never use it.  

Alas, after some years the smaller bag was irreparably damaged by Braniff Airways and 

had to be discarded.  Not wanting it to spend the long trip bouncing around in the 

luggage compartment, I had kept my portable typewriter case with me on the bus in the 

rack over the seat.  I had spent $20.00 for that typewriter, new, and I certainly didn’t 

want it to get damaged in the luggage compartment of the bus.  I had brought extra 

ribbons and an ample supply of carbon paper which were packed in the luggage.  I was 

comfortably sure that plain white typing paper might be available in Lubbock, but felt the 

need to come prepared with ribbons and carbon paper just in case these commodities 

were not.  One never knows what to expect when adventuring into unknown territory. 
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A letter from the Texas Tech Housing Office signed by Mr. Burgess notified me that I 

would be domiciled in West Hall, which meant nothing to me.  I wondered at his 

thoughtlessness for not enclosing a campus map along with the letter, but decided that 

if it were rather a small campus a map would have been unnecessary.  I suppose I 

might have thought that somewhere there was an East Hall, perhaps even a North or 

South Hall.  I had the letter in my pocket to present at West Hall when I got there.  Not 

knowing how to manage three pieces of luggage – this was four decades before that 

brilliant airline pilot had the idea of putting wheels on bags – I consulted a woman at the 

ticket counter about how far it was to the Texas Tech campus.  She thought it was a 

couple of miles or so, much too far to walk with my heavy luggage and typewriter.  She 

said I could catch a public bus a “couple o’blocks over there on Broadway,” which I 

assumed to be the name of a street.  Thinking better of her suggestion, she decided a 

jitney was the better solution to my transportation dilemma and she hollered over to a 

man sitting in a corner of the waiting room reading a newspaper. 

 

  The remaining Halliburton luggage. 
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Told where I wanted to go, the man said he knew where West Hall was located and told 

me how much it would cost to take me and my baggage to my intended destination.  In 

his car – I had not encountered the word “jitney” before, so I though of it as a taxicab – 

he started talking.  Did he ever!  By the time I had answered all his questions about 

where I came from, what class I was in at the College and what my major was, we had 

turned onto Broadway and started rumbling along those jarring bricks westward toward 

the campus.  The driver gave me the important facts about almost every building we 

passed, or so it seemed.  We had turned at the corner of the First Methodist Church, an 

old vaguely Prairie Gothic structure.  Thereafter, there seemed to be no end of churches 

along Broadway, some huge, some smaller.  It occurred to me to wonder why they 

hadn’t named it Church Street instead of Broadway and it was certainly nothing like the 

Broadway I had seen in New York City.  And it wasn’t even very broad!  It was just a 

way to the campus. 

 

One of the many bits of local lore the driver gave me by way of introducing me to 

Lubbock was that the east-west streets were numbered, beginning somewhere “over 

there” at First Street, not 1st Street he assured me, and continuing upward as far as 

numbers were needed.  He signaled this by gesticulating first to the right, then to the 

left.  I was sure I could get the hang of this, since I had been able to count upwards from 

the number 1 for many years.  I wondered how to explain Broadway, since that was not 

a number in my lexicon.  He explained that what would have been 11th Street was called 

Main Street and that what would have been 12th Street had been named Broadway.  

Since he had no further explanation for these anomalies, he left it at that.  And so did I. 
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Continuing his travelogue the driver let it be known that the north-south streets were 

equally easy to understand; however, they were not streets at all.  They were avenues.  

They were named for letters of the alphabet, another system I had mastered quite early 

in life.  Pointing with his thumb over his shoulder he said that Avenue A was behind us 

and ahead of us were the other alphabetically named avenues.  Except, he apologized, 

there were exceptions here, too.  What might have been Avenue I was called Texas 

Avenue.  It seems the letter “I” or “i” could have been confused with the number 1, so 

the name Texas Avenue was a compromise.  Similarly, when the entire alphabet had 

been exhausted there was no Avenue Z, since in some hand writing it might have 

appeared as the number “2”, confusing it with 2nd Street.  I didn’t think this an issue 

because of the “Street” vs. “Avenue” designations.  Perhaps my thinking was too logical.  

Anyway, what might have been Avenue Z was called College Avenue for the simple 

reason that it designated the eastern boundary of the College campus.  There was 

nothing here to confuse the average idiot and it occurred to me that the Lubbock 

bureaucrats had not overtaxed themselves deciding how to name the various travel 

arteries in town.  Nor was the customary square grid pattern any great dilemma. 

 

By the time the driver had finished with this and not waiting for me to wonder aloud by 

what nomenclature avenues would be named if there were more than what the 

conventional alphabet allowed – and I didn’t want to consider the possibility of avenues 

named AA, BB, CC, or even AAA, BBBB, CCCCC, etc., -- we were entering the 

campus.  On the right was a nice looking building he pointed out as Sneed Hall, a 

dormitory for boys.  The next building, equally rather attractive architecturally, was West 
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Hall.  I commented that I guessed it was not named for a cardinal direction of the 

compass, but perhaps was just west of Sneed Hall.  He was sure the dorm had been 

named for a man named Jim West, whoever he was.  That was fine with me and I gave 

it no further thought.  I gave him a dollar bill to cover my transportation and told him to 

keep the change.  I hope I didn’t over-tip. 

 

Taking my bags through the main entrance at West Hall, I found the office and 

presented my letter from the Housing Office.  I had been expected.  I was told my room 

number, given a key and directed down the first floor hall to the room.  It was at the 

confluence of the east-west hall and the north-south hallway in the west wing of the 

building.  Standing in the open doorway of the room one could look up and down both 

hallways, a convenience for the Dorm Counselor, who turned out to be my roommate.  

Colloquially, he was referred to by my fellow inmates as the “Wing Dick,” short for wing 

detective, I hope.  It was his job to keep law and order among the residents, help them 

with whatever problems they might bring to him and in general be a best friend to one 

and all.  If there were other responsibilities and what the requirements were for the job, 

they were all beyond me.  I was quite happy to keep them that way. 

 

He was in the room when I entered.  We introduced ourselves.  With nothing else to 

say, he proceeded to inform me of the obvious: which closet he had already occupied 

(the one where his clothing was hanging, which I could see through the open door), 

which desk was his (the one with the books and notebooks on it), which chest of 

drawers was his (the one with the open drawer exposing some of his clothing) and 
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which bed was his (the one that was already made up).  No imbecile I, it was evident to 

me which of the remaining furnishings could be mine – all of the other ones.  Opening 

the door to my walk-in closet I discovered my trunk and Army surplus foot locker, which 

had been delivered earlier by Railway Express. 

 

After a brief pause while I started unpacking, my roommate realized I needed a bit of 

instruction regarding use of the place.  My bed was the one against the outside wall 

under the window.  Later I learned why he had chosen the other bed.  When he began 

to speak, I thought perhaps he was going to reveal some asthmatic or bronchial 

condition which might require the window to never be closed or opened as the case 

might have been.  I was not prepared for what happened next.  Was I surprised when 

he told me in no uncertain terms that I should . . .  

NEVER.  LOCK.  THE.  WINDOW! 

He said this with such forcefulness that I considered answering him with much heel-

clicking and a stern . . . 

JA WOHL, Mein Herr!  I had learned this much in my earlier German classes. 

 

Mine was not to question this command.  I kept quiet and went about unpacking.  

Perhaps he just wanted to insure a quick exit in case of fire.  Nothing more was said 

and I went about making up my bed, which was under that window that was never to be 

locked.  After that brief fascist moment, my roommate and I settled into a nice friendship 

as far as it went.  A senior in some sort of Agriculture program, when he was not in 
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class he was almost never in the room, so I had it almost entirely to myself.  He had a 

girl friend in town at whose apartment he spent most of his out-of-class days . . . and 

nights.  Briefly, he would pop in periodically for a book or two or to pick up clothes.  The 

wing seemed to function quite nicely without him.  I suppose this was largely become 

most of the inhabitants were GI’s who didn’t need some lowly and poorly paid flunky 

mothering them.  My roommate collected his small stipend and I was delighted to have 

what almost amounted to a single room.  

 

Did I ever understand the reason for that window never being locked?  Oh, yes!  I had 

been in residence about a week or a little more when in the middle of the night I was 

awakened by a man in my bed.  To be more precise, he was crawling over me.  He had 

raised the window from the outside, scrambled in, lowered the window, and was on his 

way out of my room toward his own.  Throughout that Fall semester this happened with 

some frequency and I got as accustomed to it as one can under the circumstances.  

Slowly, I learned that several of the guys on my wing were special friends of my 

roommate and this was an arrangement made between them.  I do not remember a 

dorm curfew, but there must have been one to account for the need for this means of 

entering after the outside doors had been locked.  I never became good friends with any 

of these interlopers, but when we passed each other during the day I usually got a sly 

wink of recognition as if to conceal some personal secret, which it did.  For the following 

Spring semester I was assigned to another room and roommate further down the 

hallway and there were no more men in my bed.  That first roommate and his girl friend 

married at the end of the Spring semester.  I sent a wedding gift for which he expressed 
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his verbal appreciation.  His bride never showed the courtesy of sending a Thank You 

card.  Thereafter, I never saw him again.  After that first instruction about the window, 

nothing more was ever said about it between us. 

 

Lest it might have escaped the reader’s notice, the places where students were housed 

on campus were dormitories or dorms.  They were not called residence halls at that 

time or by any other name.  Dorm was sufficient.  Fortunately, Mr. Leacock never 

founded a university.  His priorities were in considerable disarray.  But had his plan 

been followed at Texas Tech the dormitory would have been a battle ground. 

 

Students whose homes were in Lubbock were allowed to live at home.  Married 

students could live in town, though the south wing of Drane Hall at one time housed a 

few married students.  Out-of-town students who were unmarried were urged (required) 

to live on campus.  Campus housing was under the control of the Housing Office and 

was headed theoretically by Mr. Hubert Burgess.  The Housing Office presided over 

those single students who lived on campus, collected their rents and assigned them by 

name to the various facilities.  This sounds quite simple.  However, when people are 

being dealt with nothing is simple.  Some students will not like their accommodations, 

the floor, the wing, the view, the roommate, etc.  It seemed to be understood that 

requests could be made to change room assignment.  In practice it was further 

understood that most requests would be rejected by the Housing Office, usually with 

insufficient explanation.  So, we took what we were given and at least pretended to be 

glad of it.  Personally, I didn’t have a gripe with any of my housing assignments on 
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campus, thought the unusual use of the window in my first dorm room might have given 

me reason to lodge a complaint until years had passed and it became just an amusing 

memory. 

 

Mr. Burgess had his hands full.  He maintained resident addresses for all in-town 

students.  He had five facilities under his jurisdiction: West and Sneed Halls for male 

students, called Boy’s Dorms; Doak, Drane and Casa Linda Halls for females, called 

Girl’s Dorms.  Plus, four new dorms were under construction as was the nomenclature 

of the residents: the new facilities were now to be called Men’s Dorm 3 and Men’s Dorm 

4, which shared a common kitchen connecting the two facilities, and the similarly 

designed Women’s Dorm 3 and Women’s Dorm 4.  By this time the Girl’s Dorms were 

becoming Women’s Dorms and the Boy’s Dorms were becoming Men’s Dorms.  In the 

case of the latter I suppose all those World War II GI’s resented being thought of as 

boys.  The two new Men’s Dorms eventually were renamed Bledsoe and Gordon Halls.  

The two new Women’s Dorms eventually were rechristened Horn and Knapp and were 

necessary because of the anticipated burgeoning enrollment of female students. 

 

Between the dormitories there existed a friendly rivalry; one of the most hilarious 

examples was the annual Wash Bowl.  This was a recreational spoof masquerading as 

a football game between dorm teams.  Each dorm fielded a team, even the women’s 

dorms.  The College’s head football coach was usually designated the Sweetheart of 

the Wash Bowl.  He was presented with a bouquet of carrots.  If later he ate them, his 

vision did not seem to improve. 
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The War of 1812 ended, though its final battle still raged two months later because 

news of the peace agreement had not reached New Orleans.  World War II ended in 

both the European and Pacific Theatres in 1945, but the Housing Office wars at Texas 

Tech lingered for years.  The Housing Czar was officially Hubert Burgess.  From 

somewhere came a czarina named Mozelle Craddock, known unofficially and without 

any affection among my friends in the student body as “that twitzy-twee bitch!”  Many of 

the students I knew thought of her as a reincarnation of that chthonic monster, Medusa, 

with the combative personality of Grendel’s mother.  I report only what was the common 

currency among students.  The official record of her association with the College must 

be found elsewhere, assuming such a record exists.  She is best unremembered. 

 

If I ever knew how Mozelle Craddock was affiliated with Texas Tech I have conveniently 

forgotten.  Perhaps I didn’t care to remember.  At any rate my student friends were full 

of the most unflattering stories about her, they being my only source of information 

concerning her.  Fortunately, I never had occasion to have any dealings with her and 

only saw her pointed out to me so I could recognize her and get out of her way when 

she approached.  Students often referred to the dorms as Mozelle’s Motels, since she 

appeared to wield unconditional and ultimate authority over the dorms with an iron claw, 

often entering students’ rooms unannounced on a trumped up “inspection” visit.  She 

patrolled the halls on the lookout for any presumed infraction of real or imagined rules.  

Further, she did not get along with Mr. Burgess.  I assumed he was her boss, which 

would have been appropriate.  Stories of their angry and loud combats were legend and 

it was thought could be heard all the way to Dallas.  Why he didn’t relieve himself of the 
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ol’ crone was never explained.  There were tales of major fights with much yelling and 

screaming over her growing authority.  Legend had it that she was guilty of many and 

various war-time rationing irregularities.  By the time I had come to Tech the Texas 

State Auditor’s office had stepped in and reorganized the Housing Office . . . for the 

second time!  The terms of this reorganization were unknown to me as was appropriate. 

 

Mozelle Craddock was not the only thorn in Mr. Burgess’s side; actually she seemed to 

have thought her mission was to be a thorn in the side of everyone.  There was a poor 

instructor in the English Department – the word “poor” having nothing to do with his 

financial circumstances -- who had risen in authority to the post of Dean of Men, then 

Dean of Student Life when he elbowed aside the Dean of Women and made her 

subservient to him.  He was power hungry and grabbed authority when no one else was 

looking.  His name was James Allen and he seems to have come with the College’s 

cornerstone, or at some time shortly thereafter.  How he qualified for his position was a 

mystery to me and many of us questioned his qualifications.  Whatever the case may 

have been, the consensus among students I knew was that the English Department 

was the better for having rid itself of him. 

 

Mr. Allen’s battle with Mr. Burgess arose because he came to the misguided conclusion 

that since he was Dean of Student Life and that since his students lived in the dorms, 

therefore, ergo, ipso facto, that put him in charge of where the students lived and that 

meant that he was in charge of the dormitories.  Mr. Burgess didn’t quite agree, rightly 

so.  The Housing Office and the Dean’s office battled constantly over anything and 
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everything concerning students and their housing, their conflicts often rising to the 

President’s Office for resolution.  What President Wiggins’ position may have been was 

never revealed to anyone I knew or if it were I have forgotten any specifics.  It would 

have been proper for the matters to have been maintained in camera. 

 

I wish these were the only problems facing the Housing Office.  Alas, there was another 

adversary, another one who should never have been thought to be a participant.  This 

was the Head Football Coach, an overgrown oaf of a man named O’Dell Morgan.  

Actually, the lore was that he was only the latest in a string of head football coaches to 

enter the fray with the Housing Office.  Morgan was another of that mob that came to 

the campus during the College’s earlier years, each of whom presumed to have an 

undue ownership in whatever they wished.  What Morgan took as his authority to make 

decisions on student housing resulted from the fact that the College’s male athletes – 

there was no other kind -- were domiciled in the east wing floors of West Hall.  Being 

their coach meant that he owned these guys and everything that affected them. The 

athletes also fed at their own private trough in the separated dining room of West Hall 

and it was a “fact” among the rest of us that these fellows ate better than we did.  I have 

a tendency to lack endorsement of this, since I had friends among the athletes, played 

tennis with some of the members of the tennis team and did not find them any better off 

nutritionally than those of us on the other side of the dining hall.  Lest you find that to be 

a non-committal comment on the quality and quantity of the food in the dining room, let 

me quickly disabuse the reader of any inferred conclusions.  I do not recall that I had 
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any complaints about the food . . . but if I did I would have thought better than to voice 

them to that twitzy-twee bitch. 

 

Football coaches seem to come equipped with outsized egos and senses of 

themselves. Coach Morgan and sometimes his associated coaches attempted to make 

housing decisions which precipitated major skirmishes with Mr. Burgess, that Craddock 

woman, Mr. Allen and anyone else who sought to get in the way.  All of them got into 

the battle.  Though the students, at least this one, never had any inkling of his position 

in trying to keep peace among these combatants, President Wiggins must have 

wondered into what hell he had wandered.  After years of confrontation Coach Morgan 

left his post at the end of my first year at Tech.  I should quickly point out that the two 

events are not related.  I had nothing to do with it. 

 

As the fifth decade of the 20th century began, Morgan was gone and Craddock was 

quickly dispatched, not mortally as there didn’t seem to be anyone around with a 

Beowulf complex.  Some students thought she had resigned.  Allen was being put in his 

proper place and things began to settle down in the Housing Office.  I know I for one 

welcomed being better treated when I had business to transact with the Housing Office.  

I attributed this to a more relaxed feeling among the housing staff which was reflected 

onto their constituents.  I suspect Mr. Burgess might even have eventually recovered 

from his ulcers, theoretical or literal.   
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Having earned my baccalaureate degrees and entering graduate work, I found it more 

convenient to leave campus dormitories behind me and seek housing in an apartment in 

town.  Though the cost for rent and food increased, I was able to cover these needs 

because my earnings had increased.  My first furnished apartment was on Avenue X 

between 13th and 14th Streets directly across from the main entrance to St. John’s 

Methodist Church – it was not yet “United.”  The first floor apartment was laughingly 

provided with a strange assortment of furniture leftovers.  What was called the “second 

bedroom,” a space better described as a closet with windows, contained only one small 

bed that took up most of the floor space.  One needed a short ladder to climb up into the 

bed.  It was not useful.  The living room and “master” bedroom were sparsely furnished 

in mismatched essentials.  But, it was my first apartment and I felt imminently 

independent and grown up.  I had to provide certain things for the apartment, linens, 

kitchen things and other household stuff.  I kept these expenditures to a minimum; but, 

squandered on one purchase I saw at Hemphill-Wells that I had to have – a set of 

Russel Wright glasses.  I still have them, minus one that got broken along the way. 

 

  The remaining Russel Wright glasses. 
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STUDENT BODY 

Educational relations make the strongest tie. 

     -- Cecil Rhodes 

 

When I arrived at Texas Technological College for the Fall Semester 1949, the College 

was still living on the left-overs from World War II – the GI’s as students and the 

financial revenue they brought in, the old Army barracks buildings and the war surplus 

military supplies and equipment.  This did not make Texas Tech unique among 

institutions of higher learning.  The College was battling hard to overcome the problems 

created by the large infusion of students stretching to the limits classroom and 

laboratory space, faculty and instructional supplies.  Who were these students, almost 

6,000 of them when I arrived, who put such pressure on the College? 

 

There was an over abundance of ex-service men.  The student body was mostly male, 

this being pretty much the end of the notion that most females (1) were unqualified for 

higher education, (2) only went to college to snag a husband, (3) were there to learn 

more of housewifery than their mothers had taught them or (4) went to college to 

acquire a fall-back skill just in case an unfortunate circumstance made it necessary for 

them to earn a living on their own.  The students were overwhelmingly from Texas, the 

next largest group being from “Little Texas,” that portion of the southeast quarter of New 
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Mexico that still relates more to Lubbock, Amarillo, Midland and Odessa than it does to 

Albuquerque and Santa Fe.  There was a smattering of students from a few other 

states, but overall the student body was provincially Texan and West Texas at that.  

Since so many of the students came from farms and ranches, it should not have been a 

surprise to learn that some of them brought their horses to College with them, though 

none of the quadrupeds were matriculated in classes, at least none that I knew of.   

Where the equines were domiciled, I had no idea and didn’t care as long as they didn’t 

graze in my dining room.  Other students came to campus with their canines . . . and I 

am not referring to their teeth.  They brought their dogs with them and as far as I knew, 

though I never checked it out, those similarly named teeth.  I knew of at least one dog 

that slept in his master’s dorm room at night.  Undoubtedly, there were others.  I 

suspect food for the mutts was purloined from the dining room.  Or did the dog’s owners 

purchase meal cards for their 4-legged pals?  They never ate at my table.  Had they, I 

would have brought down the wrath of Mozelle Craddock on their owners and all hell 

would have broken loose.  I’m surprised she never discovered the dog in the room on 

one of her “inspection tours.”  And you better believe that none of the students was 

going to tell her. 

 

Many students had recently worn military uniforms, spiffy, neat and pressed, and they 

were well groomed.  Their commanding officers insured that, although they did not 

resort to the use of fly swatters.  These GIs found the habit hard to break.  Thus, around 

campus and in classes the men were conservatively dressed in slacks, sport shirts or 

open collar dress shirts and dress shoes.  Occasionally, one might see a tie.  Blazers 
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and conservative jackets were the norm.  T-shirts, blue jeans/Levis, cut-offs and tennis 

shoes – ugly sneakers were in the future -- were too slovenly for these guys, except 

when they were working on their cars, picnicking at Buffalo Lakes or going on hay rides.  

Bermuda shorts were only seen on the tennis courts.   

 

Girls had yet to become transvestites, wearing men’s pants and shirts.  Their attire was 

to make them look lady-like in smart dresses, skirts and blouses, and reasonable shoes.  

The women’s social clubs and the Dean of Women exerted considerable influence on 

female students to dress and conduct themselves as ladies, taking the position that all 

ladies were women, but not all women were ladies.  The College wanted no Paphian 

girls around or even their look-alikes.  Both men and women had better taste in clothes 

than to wear Levis or blue jeans to class. 

 

Any clothing advertising some cause or other, athletic preference or commercial 

enterprise was frowned on.  In essence as Archie and Edith would sing years later “. . . 

girls were girls and men were men . . . those were the days!” and looking at how they 

were dressed you could tell the difference.  Attendance at football games was an 

occasion to “dress up.”  As an undergraduate I never sat in the stands in the student 

body section, since I was in the marching band wearing my ill-fitting and uncomfortable 

uniform.  However, as a graduate student I joined the regular student body in the 

bleachers.  I wrestled with my conscience and my budget for some time before the first 

game regarding the purchase of a Raider red blazer to wear to the games with black 

slacks, white shirt and black tie, finally spending the $15.00 it cost at Malouf’s.  I 
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agonized over spending so much money on a blazer that I would only wear on a few 

special occasions each year; however, I guess I got my money’s worth, since I still have 

that blazer – it still fits! – and there is a photograph of me wearing it to a Red Raider 

home football game on November 28, 2008.  As I recall, Tech beat Baylor in that game.  

That coat is now almost 60 years old – its protective suit bag insuring no moths!  In the 

olden days it was de reigueur that I present my date, as did all other men to theirs, with 

a huge yellow mum corsage dangling red and black ribbons.  If the floral shops 

exhausted their supply of yellow mums, some of the girls wore white ones.  Somehow 

impaled on the flower was a red or black Double T formed out of dyed pipe cleaners.  

The floral shops looked upon Tech football game days with great anticipation of profits, 

especially from those few customers who could afford to bypass the mums for orchids.  

My date always had to make do with a mum and be glad of it. 

 

I have visited the Texas Tech campus several times in recent years and been 

depressed at the way the students dress, though having seen some of the faculty I was 

equally appalled at what role models some of them are.    When I was a student at Tech 

there were professors who would not have allowed students in their classes dressed the 

way many of them are today.  Are they not aware that the university years are training 

times for presenting themselves looking professional in the workplace after graduation?  

I guess not.  Not long ago I was visited by a development officer from Texas Tech 

looking for all the world as if he had just come from a rigorous workout in the handball 

court, sweaty faded T-shirt, frayed shorts, and worn out sneakers.  I couldn’t wait for 

him to get out of my sight before I wrote a letter of concern to his supervisor.  The slut, 
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slob, grunge, tattoo and blue jeans look may be the choice of today’s young people, but 

I will never buy into it.  Perhaps one day people will realize that the way they dress 

speaks volumes about their characters. 

 

  The author still wearing the old Red Raider red blazer. 

 

Essentially, the student body, as well as faculty, administration and staff, was 100% 

white in ethnicity.  Their animals were a different color.  There was an occasional 

international student.  I recall one fellow from Honduras.  Another one I recall was from 

South Africa, he being South African in origin only, since his Lubbock parents were 

living in South Africa as Methodist missionaries at the time of his birth and while he was 

a student at Tech.  I had a close friend from Great Neck, NY.  As a Yankee he probably 

met the qualification as a foreigner.  I do not recall a Negro or an Oriental on campus 

either among the student body, faculty, administration, or athletic teams.  There was 

one Black staff member.  He was the mail carrier, running from building to building 

several times a day delivering mail, packages and intra-campus communications.  His 

name was Eddie and he was the most delightful, constantly smiling and joking person 
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imaginable.  He seemed to know everyone on campus by name.  If I passed him 

between buildings and he had delivered mail for me at West Hall, he told me about it, 

often kiddingly saying something amusing like “It’s not a bill!  It’s from yo mamma!”  

Eddie was the first Negro person I had ever interacted with in my life.  I had led a 

sheltered life. 

 

The Cavazos brothers, Larry and Bobby, were on campus during my time there.  They 

were considered white, since it was a time before that group started calling itself Latino, 

Chicano, Hispanic or whatever they call themselves this week.  Bobby played football.  

Larry (nee Lauro) was a Zoology major.  Later he served a term as President of Texas 

Tech University.  Representing The University of New Mexico I marched in the 

procession of his inaugural ceremony in that awful basketball arena.  Since they have 

no aroma, even the huge pots of chrysanthemums could not overcome the gym stench.  

I wondered when Texas Tech would get a decent auditorium for performances by its 

musical and theater groups and for other occasions such as this one. 

 

I made many good friends among the student body even though I joined them as a 

Senior, transferring in from another university and I was not on campus as long as they 

were.  Some were dorm mates that I saw every day and perhaps ate with in the dining 

room.  Others were classmates and there were some I met quite accidentally around 

campus.  As I write this, all of those friends and acquaintances have winnowed away, 

some just faded away as our lives diverged and most have passed away in the natural 

order of things in life.  Occasionally, I learn of the death of someone whose name I 
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recognize from my Tech days, though those times are becoming less and less frequent.  

Many of those long ago associations are gone, the memories linger on and seem to 

sweeten with the years. 
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ADMINISTRATION 

We are called a democracy, for the administration 

 is in the hands of the many and not of the few. 

-- Thucydides 

 

Thucydides had a lot to learn about the modern American university . . . and I might say 

about modern government in general.  But, that’s another story.  Some notions are 

perfect in theory and less so in practice.  The college or university is organized on a 

pyramid system of ever increasing authority as the various tiers rise to the top point, the 

ben-ben.  Or one could say that the authority decreases from top to bottom where 

students resided in the scheme of things.  Mine is not to argue the pros and cons of 

such a system.  There it was and our role as students was to learn how it worked and to 

use it to our advantage.  We should know our place and not cause any undue amount of 

trouble.  The administration did not like trouble and preferred to keep problems to an 

absolute minimum. 

 

In my first years at Texas Tech the president was Dossie M. Wiggins.  He had come 

from Texas College of Mines in El Paso a year before I arrived.  His tenure was short, 

only slightly longer than it took to sign my three diplomas, before he was replaced by E. 

N. Jones, he of the dour face and sad puppy dog eyes.  Where Dr. Wiggins was almost 
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invisible to students, Dr. Jones was just the opposite, much involved with students and 

very visible on campus.  He was much more popular with the student body than Dr. 

Wiggins for the obvious reason that it is easy to get to know someone in your midst and 

impossible to get to know someone you never see.  Both of my bachelor’s diplomas 

were signed by Robert Cabaniss Goodwin, who was then Dean of Arts and Sciences.  

Previously, he had been Head of the Chemistry Department and was later Dean of the 

Graduate School and even later still a President of the College. 

 

  “.  . three of them so far.” 

 

Paul W. Horn had been the college’s first president, a quarter of a century prior to my 

arrival, which is not long in university life.  He was a very busy one, since he shouldered 

the responsibility for creating the first faculty, planning the first buildings, and presiding 

over design of the various curricula.  In my estimation the Administration Building should 

have been named Horn Hall in his honor instead of the residence hall that currently 

bears his name.  I got to know his daughter, Ruth Andrews, who was also a friend of 
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Mother’s, who by then was working at the Texas Tech Bookstore.  Mrs. Andrews was 

working on a book about the founding and early days of the College, The First Thirty 

Years.  When it was published she gave Mother and me one of the 2,000 numbered 

volumes, endorsed with a personal message.  Mine was No. 401 and was inscribed: “To 

George Prigmore who learned to know Tech by degrees – three of them so far.  Ruth 

Horn Andrews.”  Mother’s copy was No. 102.  In 2006 I donated both copies to the 

Texas Tech Library.  I had interesting conversations with Mrs. Andrews about the early 

years of Tech and a few good laughs.  One thing she recalled her father saying was that 

“Texas Technological College is bound on the east by the city of Lubbock and on the 

west by the Day of Judgment.”  She said that he was convinced that it would have been 

possible to look west from the Administration Building and see the Pacific Ocean had 

the earth been as flat as earlier people presumed.  That was his way of saying there 

was nothing out there to the west.  It is likely that he thought there was nothing in either 

of the other directions, too.  Mrs. Andrews was a young adult when her parents came to 

Lubbock and she confessed to me her dismay at having to live in such a depressing 

outback.  At the time she told me this she was living in New York City, with which 

Lubbock of 1925 could not possibly compare. 
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  The author (right) presenting rare 
books and two copies of “The First Thirty Years” to Texas Tech University Dean of Libraries, Dr. Donald 
H. Dyal. 
 
 

From its founding the College and the campus had existed as a Lilliput republic going 

about it own way and leaving the town to do likewise.  It was a mutually beneficial 

situation, this island on the edge of another, both seeking sustenance from each other 

and both giving to the other as it seemed fit without too much inconvenience to either.  

The College provided employment to some of the townspeople.  Administrative and 

faculty appointments were pretty much off limits to the local population, but there were 

staff and support jobs aplenty for them and they took advantage of any and all 

openings.  Where else would the College get the personnel it needed?  As much as 

possible the College purchased whatever it needed on the Lubbock market, thereby 

propping up the local economy.  It was a chicken and egg situation.  Don’t ask me which 

was which.  As one entity grew, so grew the other.  The town and College nourished 

each other and prospered from this symbiotic relationship.   
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However, if one were to scratch below the surface, there was something else.  After I 

had begun working for the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal I had ample opportunity to 

observe the various relationships between the town and the College from a different 

perspective.  Regarding the town and the gown there was an uneasy feeling, not exactly 

like the Hatfields and McCoys.  There was no open warfare that I was aware of.  

Unfortunately, the faculty and their wives were thought, justly or unjustly, to feel superior 

to the lowly townsfolk who seemed sure the faculty members and their wives were too 

uppity and looked down on them for their lack of Ph. and other Ds.  I suppose this kind 

of thing was not unique to Lubbock and Texas Tech.  I knew of one overt example of a 

faculty wife who deliberately made no bones about her assumed superiority above 

every other woman in town as well as the males.  She had come from a nothing 

Panhandle town to Tech as a student, snagged a husband on the faculty, who must 

have been desperate -- a department Head no less -- and did her best to lord it over the 

other faculty wives and everyone else.  No amount of makeup, which was thought she 

applied with a putty knife, or expensive and smart attire, could make her appealing 

when her attitude was so haughty.  Obviously, I did not like her and she regarded me as 

only another of the low life peasants on campus to do her bidding whenever she 

commanded and snapped her fingers.  She was looked upon as another Mary Mallon, 

known as Typhoid Mary, to be avoided as much as possible lest she spread more of her 

toxic personality.  I did my best to avoid her. 

 

By today’s standards, the Texas Tech administration at mid-century could never have 

been considered top-heavy.  Somewhere off campus in their local towns were the 
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members of the Board of Directors, the ultimate governing body of the College.  None of 

them ever seemed to bother me and I returned the favor.  There was the president, 

already mentioned.  He had Marshall Pennington, whose title was Assistant to the 

President.  There was James G. Allen, Dean of Student Life and Lewis Jones, Assistant 

Dean of Student Life.  Below them was Marjorie Neely as Dean of Women.  Students 

interacted with these three deans as necessary or required and preferably not at all.  

Elsewhere we called periodically on William Gaston’s office as Business Manager to 

pay our tuition bills – check, cash or money order, thank you – credit cards hadn’t been 

invented.  He didn’t take S&H Green Stamps either.  The Registrar’s Office was well 

known to all students, as was Warren Clement, Registrar, and his Assistant Registrar, 

Warren G. Harding.  The Registrars Office was responsible for maintaining records of all 

classes for which students were supposed to be attending, keep class attendance 

records, process grade reports from faculty and mail out grade reports to students’ 

parents.  Students who lived on campus knew Hubert Burgess, Director of Student 

Housing.  No student could escape knowing Connor Cole and the people who worked in 

the College Bookstore.  Mr. Cole was the Manager.  He and Mother had been school 

mates in high school many years earlier and he recruited Mother to work in his office 

shortly after I came to Tech.  That was the administration, no executive or assistant vice 

presidents for this, that or the other.  That small group got the job done for the 

approximately 6,000 undergraduate and graduate students.  Of course those were the 

days before the federal government stepped in to meddle in college and university 

affairs, which resulted somewhat in the proliferation of upper level administrative 

positions.  Growing workloads, real or imaginary, also contributed to the expansion of 
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administrative positions, plus additional support staff and facilities to house them, 

impacting all the way to such things as parking lots. 

 

Other than the duties and responsibilities of their respective offices, the administration in 

general and the faculty supervised class registration at the beginning of each semester, 

marshaling the long lines here and there, signing their names over and over to approve 

classes or exceptions.  We filled out a card with the names of the classes we wanted 

and went from place to place getting signatures from each professor approving 

admission on a class by class basis while our names were written on class lists by that 

same professor.  That done we went to the Registrar’s Office to turn in the card and get 

it approved, again.  It was usually an all-day undertaking to get fully registered for the 

semester’s classes. If there were problems it took much longer.   Sometimes a class 

would be “full” and a substitution would have to be found and the process started over 

again.  Official class rosters would reach the individual faculty members from the 

Registrar’s Office in a week or so.  There were no computers to speed up the process.  

Most of the faculty members circulated a paper at the first class meeting on which 

everyone in the room wrote his name.  When the official roster was received from the 

Registrar’s Office, it was compared with the handwritten unofficial list and discrepancies 

dealt with.  Sometimes students thought they were enrolled in a class, but weren’t; so, 

they were sent immediately to the Registrar’s Office to deal with the matter, quite often 

involving more lines.  Other times the official roster contained a name of someone who 

didn’t appear in the class and the professor had to do the same with the Registrar’s 

Office, though they were exempt from standing in line. 
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Another administrative function, in which some of the administrators seemed to take a 

great deal of pleasure, was the conducting of the convocations.  At the beginning of the 

Fall Semester there was first a general convocation of all students, or at least Dean 

Allen thought it was all of us.  Roll was not taken, but only because he had not thought 

of it.  He and various others made remarks or speeches as they were so moved.  

Fortunately, there was not a test later.  Had there been I suspect all of us would have 

failed for having not paid much attention.  I have no recollection of what was said by any 

of the speakers, though I suppose there might have been some sort of “welcome 

students” statement, probably repeated by each successive speaker.  General 

convocation concluded we were broken up into the various grade levels for more of the 

same.  The most pressing business for these was the election of officers for each level.  

Freshmen found this exciting as they did most everything else about coming to college.  

Seniors were the most business like, actually blasé, going about the matter with the 

utmost seriousness as if their futures depended on it.  It was the last opportunity to put 

some flesh on their college resume bones.  After I had earned my baccalaureate 

degrees and become a graduate student, I was surprised to learn that there was no 

separate convocation for graduate students.  Graduate students had no organization, 

therefore no class officers, therefore no need of its own convocation.  Besides which, 

there were not that many of us any way. 

 

There was a separate convocation each year to which students were not invited.  In fact 

we were specifically excluded.  Sometime in late Spring after mid-semester grades had 

been turned in, the entire College faculty was convoked in a special place behind locked 
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doors to vote on the upcoming graduates.  I must point out that I did not learn of these 

doings until after I had joined the faculty and become one of them, qualifying me to 

attend this meeting, in fact requiring me to do so.  After some preliminaries, each dean 

in turn slowly read out the names of anticipated degree recipients from the various 

departments under his jurisdiction.  Any professor who questioned a name on the list 

could do so and state his objection or question.  That dealt with, the meeting moved on 

to the next dean and his list.  A very small number of professors saw it as they job to 

question a name on a list here and there.  You could always count on it from the same 

people.  All this did was prolong the afternoon, anger other professors, and create some 

posturing on their part accomplishing nothing.  I was smugly amused to note that the 

names questioned were never of anyone from their dean’s list.  

 

My recollection is that the administration was there to do its job as unobtrusively as 

possible and in my opinion achieved this goal.  There were a few faculty committees 

here and there from time to time charged with certain responsibilities and they carried 

out their duties without fanfare and without intra-collegiate squabbling other than over 

the matter of changing the name of the College.  Simplicity of administrative structure 

goes a long way to making an institution run more efficiently and effectively, which is to 

the general benefit of the students.  Having spent my adult work years in education I am 

convinced that inflating higher levels of administration does not add value 

commensurate with cost.  It only creates turf wars and unnecessary justification 

skirmishes.  Deans and Department Chairmen, well-chosen and properly empowered 

can do a better job of running a college or university.  And don’t get me started on the 
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nonsense of putting students on administrative committees and governing boards.  You 

would not want to hear what I have to say about that idiotic practice, but it would begin 

with observing that the inmates have no business getting involved in running the 

asylum. 
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FACULTY 

I hold my inventive faculty on the stern condition that it must master my whole life, often 

have complete possession of me, make its own demands upon me, and sometimes for 

months together put everything else away from me. 

      -- Charles Dickens 

 

This might have been the credo of most members of the faculty and administration of 

any college and university in the country.  I found it to be true of the faculty members 

and administrators I encountered during my undergraduate and graduate years at 

Texas Tech.  In loco parentis held sway and in some ways my professors were more 

intensely parental than my biological one.  (Incidentally, that italicized phrase does not 

refer to a crazy parent.  It is Latin not pidgin Spanish.)  At least sometimes as I grew 

older my Mother allowed from me an argument.  Some professors, including my 

favorites, did not know the meaning of the word.  They were there to profess and I was 

there to absorb their teachings, like it or not.  I usually liked it. 

 

I’ll get this over and done with now.  Some of my professors I loved, some I liked and 

some I tolerated.  Some were excellent instructors; some were duller than dish water.  A 

few were so bad I though they should have forsaken academia and taken a job selling 

suppositories.  It was a part of my education that I should have encountered them all so 
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I would know the difference, treasure the excellent ones and forget the others.  That is 

exactly what happened.  I have racked my brain to try to recall the names of the 

mediocre and bad ones and have realized I can remember only two which are named 

elsewhere.  I’ll get to examples of the best ones shortly. 

 

I found the faculty at Texas Tech particularly interested in and involved with the 

students.  Perhaps we were their only after-hours amusement in an otherwise dull town.  

It should be realized at the outset that the faculty during my time at Texas Tech was 

made up almost entirely of men.  There were a few scattered female instructors, the 

highest concentration being in Home Economics. All students were assigned to a 

professor, usually someone in the student’s major department.  This professor was the 

student’s advisor, counselor, disciplinarian (if needed), overseer, supervisor, approver 

of classes, sometime instructor and often friend.  I don’t know how many advisees each 

faculty member had or even if the assigned load were equitable.   Often various 

professors would invite a few students, usually some of his advisees, to their homes for 

simple cook-outs or small informal dinner parties.  These times were always looked 

forward to by the students as a way to get a home cooked meal.  Occasionally, 

professors picked up students to attend church services.  Both of these were times to 

get better acquainted with instructors.  It is likely that some of the faculty members had 

daughters who were students at Tech.  I do not recall any, but I did know several sons 

of faculty members.  Sometimes they would invite me along to one of the home visits, 

mixed in with the father’s advisees.  I had no particular gripe with dorm dining; however, 

these evenings with a professor, his family and a few other students were special. 
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These invitations came to an end toward the end of my second semester.  My friend 

Marian told me about a job opening at the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal.  I would work 

with her.  It was a job that would not interfere with my daytime class schedule.  There 

was some nonsense at Tech that disallowed students who were taking full-time class 

loads from working at fulltime jobs.  I was taking 19-20 hours, labs included.  I ignored 

the ban on my taking a full-time job just as I ignored informing the College of my doing 

so and nothing ever came of it.  I interviewed with Charlie Guy, Editor of the A-J, as it 

was called.  He was impressed with my being on the verge of degrees in Geology and 

English, though his special interest for the moment was in the latter.  He presumed an 

English major to be a good speller, which would come in handy for the job of proof-

reader, especially since newspapers were written in words for the comprehension of the 

average 12-year-old.  I assured him I was a good speller and that in the unlikely event I 

came across a word about which I had a concern I knew how to consult a dictionary, 

which I supposed would be available somewhere around the editorial room.  If not, I 

could bring mine from the dorm.  Assuring me that a dictionary was “around here 

someplace,” he dispensed with the spelling issue quickly and went on to his major 

concern.  He informed me that “his” reporters were such simpletons as to wantonly and 

liberally sprinkle punctuation marks indiscriminately throughout their stories and he 

wanted to know what I felt about commas and semi-colons.  I assured him I knew the 

difference and the proper use of each.  He asked about any timidity I might have over 

correcting punctuation in the texts I would be proof reading.  I tip-toed around this issue 

by saying that if I were empowered to make appropriate changes, in essence doing an 

editing job, then I had no compunction in doing whatever might be necessary to improve 
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the story.  (Silently to myself I grumbled that I was applying for the job of proof reader 

and not to be an editor, which I thought was somebody else’s better paying job.)  I was 

hired at the princely sum of $30.00 per week, working five days a week from 4:00 p.m. 

until midnight, or at whatever time the final issue of the next morning’s newspaper “went 

to bed.”  I was on my way to financial independence.  I was off on Wednesdays and 

Thursdays, which allowed me freedom for choir practice at my organist jobs.  I had not 

told Mr. Guy that I was vaguely acquainted with his son Dorrance at Tech.  Convinced 

that he was superior to everyone else, including me, I was not part of Dorrance’s set. 

 

Charlie Guy was a crude, rude, small and rotund man with a Napoleon complex who 

took great pleasure in making most of his employees in the News Room as 

uncomfortable as possible.  He thought of it as teasing.  His targets considered it brow-

beating.  For whatever reason he left me alone, especially after I won an Associated 

Press award for a photograph I had taken of a blown-out oil well near Maljamar, New 

Mexico.  Awards at the A-J were very few and very far between, so he took pride in any 

that came along.  Years earlier he had met his match in the person of Margaret Turner, 

who’s Women’s Page she ruled with an iron glove.  As a newly employed proofreader I 

was soon up to date on news of the town, state, nation and world, all except women’s 

news.  Margaret kept proofreading of her stories on engagements, weddings and local 

women’s gossip to herself or a member of her staff.  She was often unhappy about 

something and it was usually either about some advertisement on “her” page she didn’t 

like and considered inappropriate or the page to which some of her stories “jumped.”  

She did not want any of her stuff to appear on the jump page with obituaries.  She also 
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despaired of any of her stories jumping into the midst of what she considered the worst 

part of the newspaper, sports stories.  Rather than engaging in battle with Charlie Guy I 

thought if she had just asked to see a page proof before it went to press she could have 

saved herself and others a lot of heartache and taken care of any concern without much 

ado.  Margaret took a liking to me after I brought my cream cheese chocolate cake to an 

office picnic party.  She even wrote up an encomium – the clipping is still in my 

collection -- about it in her daily The Woman’s Angle column, including the recipe. 

 

  Let them eat cake . . . from my recipe, of course! 

 

With this job I was no longer able to accept invitations to professors’ evening parties 

and I missed the camaraderie of these events.  This new job meant that I would not be 

taking my dinner in the dorm’s dining hall.  If I left the campus at 3:30 p.m., I could walk 
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to work at the Avalanche-Journal with minutes to spare, thereby saving bus fare.  When 

I got off work at midnight the busses had long before stopped running, so walking back 

to campus was the only thing to do.  Since I had prepaid each month’s board and room, 

I harbored what to me was the logical conclusion that I would be due a refund for those 

meals not consumed.  It was a simple matter of not having to pay for services not 

rendered.  Soon I received a lesson in logic; some people recognize and practice it and 

some do not. I approached Mr. Burgess in the Housing Office with my request and well 

thought out justification.  He listened with agitated patience before telling me that if his 

office refunded 20 cents to every student who slept through breakfast or $6.00 to me for 

missing 20 of the 30 dinners every month it would put an undue burden on his already 

overworked staff, which he was unwilling to ask them to take on.  Besides that, before 

you knew it, somebody might ask for refund for a night not slept in the dorm bed but 

somewhere else, the location of which he did not want to consider.  He informed me 

rather forcefully that there was no policy in place to make refunds for unused board and 

room for any reason and that I could either eat my dinner in the dorm or forget it.  

Properly chastised and tucking my figurative tail between my legs, I left his office.  I 

didn’t entirely “forget it” until I had decided to exact double revenge.  I’ll show him!  Yes 

sir-ee!  Since I was paying for food I would not be eating, I thought I would show him by 

consuming extra large portions at lunch to tide me over until my later than usual dinner, 

perhaps even tucking a bit of something into a pocket for a late afternoon snack to tide 

me over until dinner.  Furthermore, I had every intention of soundly beating his son at 

tennis the next time we played.  Whether or not I did, I don’t remember.  Besides, I liked 

his son. 
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For the evening meal on my work days I needed to make other arrangements.  That 

onerous invention destined to destroy good taste, good cooking and good dining called 

fast food, had yet to destroy gustatory America.  A few years later in a 1959 column in 

the New York Times James Beard quite rightly observed that “We live in an age . . . of 

the decline and pall of the American palate.”  By the time my dinner hour at work came 

around at 8:00-9:00 p.m. most of the sidewalks of Lubbock had been safely put away, at 

least figuratively, and most of the few restaurants were bringing out the brooms and 

mops to end the day.  There was a Luby’s cafeteria on the north side of Broadway 

between College Avenue and Avenue X, which was not convenient to me since the 

Avalanche-Journal office was downtown on Texas Avenue just south of Broadway.  The 

dining room at the Hotel Lubbock reportedly had good food and entertainment by Bob 

Murphy playing the Hammond organ.  It was not in my budget, since it was reported that 

some items on the menu cost as much as $2.50 and $3.00.  Neither was the fine dining 

at the Plainsman Hotel on Avenue Q which opened soon after. 

 

Marian knew where we could go for dinner – the Tech Café on the south side of 

Broadway just west of Texas Avenue.  It was a smallish place, which I suppose might 

have made one think of a Parisian bistro, especially if one had never been to Paris.  The 

Tech Café was a 24-hour-a-day, seven days a week eatery and meeting place for one 

and all.  It was said that many important political and business transactions were 

culminated over meals in the booths.  It was probably the only establishment in Lubbock 

that didn’t have a key for the front door.  The café, not to be confused with restaurant, 

was operated by the delightful Zournas family.  John and Lillie were the proprietors, 
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assisted by various extended family relatives, children, aunts and uncles.  Their son 

George worked in the café when he was in town and not in a class or two at Tech.  A 

younger daughter also worked in the restaurant now and then.  Mr. John had been born 

in Greece, so the café had a leaning toward Greek cookery along with general 

American staples and “short order” dishes. 

 

Marian and I took our dinners at the Tech Café every work night, usually sandwiches for 

her and hamburgers for me.  I’ve been an aficionado of a good hamburger since my first 

one.  One night each of us felt we could blow the budget and indulge in an expensive 

dinner, a T-bone steak.  It was $1.50, including a huge baked potato with lots of butter 

for me and sour cream for Marian.  It also came with two vegetables, one of which was 

always a green one, spinach, mustard greens, kale or collards.  That first night when 

Mrs. Zournas took our orders she leaned over and asked if we wished the steak with 

“riggany.”  That’s what I heard and I had no idea what it was.  Marian assured her we 

both wanted it on our steaks and that ended that.  With Mrs. Z on her way to the kitchen 

to turn in the order I asked Marian what riggany was.  She said I should “wait and see.”  

I wasn’t sure whether I should be angry or excited.  Then again, maybe she didn’t know.  

The meal came and I took one bite of the steak.  It was delicious.  It had been grilled 

with a nice sprinkling of riggany, which turned out to be oregano, Greek oregano to be 

exact.  I was hooked and these many, many years later I still enjoy a good steak grilled 

with Greek riggany.  Mrs. Z had no problem with the English language; so, I have no 

idea how she came up with “riggany” instead of just saying “oregano,” perhaps it was a 

Greek thing.  I never asked her for an explanation.  We enjoyed one of those delicious 
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steaks about once a month to “splurge.”  When that happened, my expiation came the 

next night when I ordered their delicious egg salad sandwich with potato chips and a Dr. 

Pepper for six bits – that’s 75¢.  Tipping was never an issue at the Tech Café.  That 

evened out the budget expenditure nicely and left me feeling guilt free.  One has to pay 

for one’s sins. 

 

Unless told to do otherwise and I have no evidence that it happened very often, our 

instructors were always addressed as Doctor with his surname, regardless of whether 

he so qualified for the title or not.  In fact, often times we didn’t know the degree 

backgrounds of the faculty unless we felt disposed to search the College catalog for this 

information.   Remember catalogs?  Everybody got one – a new updated one very year.  

As might be expected there were some members of the faculty who insured that we 

were aware that they held certain degrees from certain universities.  They never tired of 

reminding us of this fact, regardless of how many times we had heard it.  One thing was 

certain; we did not address anyone, faculty or administration, by their given or nick 

names.  It simply wasn’t done.  Where nick names were involved, I am sure some of the 

professors were unaware they had one. 

 

At the time I was a student, there lurked around the Texas Tech campus a most brilliant, 

but frightening Professor of English.  “Lurk” is the operative word here, since he did not 

stay in his assigned Library bailiwick, but often startled unsuspecting students, office 

staff and other members of the faculty in various areas of the sprawling campus and in 

other buildings where he was not expected, though I never heard of him invading any of 
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the dorms or any of the many World War II surplus army barracks.  (In those days they 

were “dorms” or dormitories, presided over by Mr. Burgess of the Housing Office, and 

they certainly were not called Residence Halls.)  This strange professor would 

seemingly appear out of nowhere and disappear as quickly as he materialized.  His 

mission was seldom if ever known.  The professor was Alan Lang Strout, whom I came 

to regard as the éminence grise of the English Department.  

 

His antics were legend.  As he told it, a friend of mine was slogging across campus one 

day during a particularly blinding sand storm on his way to a class in the Electrical 

Engineering Building when Dr. Strout appeared like a phantom out of the dust, stopping 

my friend to inquire if he knew why Harold was called “Childe.”  Not knowing who this 

specter was and attempting to gather a degree of composure, the boy stammered a 

negative, to which Dr. Strout said “You would, if you took my class in Byron!”  He strode 

away howling in laughter, leaving the student to ponder what had just happened to him.  

Later, when my friend related to me the story, I was able to identify the “specter.”  This 

is the sort of behavior the student body came to expect of this strange but strangely 

delightful man.   

 

Dr. Strout once had been very tall and slender, an imposing man, but sometime in the 

past at a time never revealed with certainty an event had rendered him a severe 

hunchback, something like a cross between Quasimodo and Rigoletto, hardly more than 

a head on very long legs and an anxious stride that propelled him around the campus 

and the town in record time.  I don’t know whether he owned an automobile or not, since 
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he always seemed to be walking.  He played a commanding game of tennis and 

sometimes he let me win . . . or was it that I usually let him win?  The cause of his 

deformity was never determined for certain, although he delighted in sometimes 

regaling students, usually gullible freshmen, with one story or another, the most often 

told one involved him falling from a tall ladder while painting the outside second floor of 

a house.  As he told it, as he was dipping his brush into a bucket of paint he glanced 

through an open window.  Seeing a very beautiful nude woman, he was so excited that 

he fell backward to the ground, resulting in a severely broken back, which never healed 

correctly.  Authentic or not, who knows.  This was another part of his mystery.  He 

seemed to treasure mystery, especially when it was about himself. 

 

Mrs. Mary Strout, his wife, also taught English classes, though as with all the other 

female faculty members of the department, only at the freshman and sophomore levels.  

Their son, Ed, was a fellow student at Texas Tech and I seem to recall there was an 

older son, Richard, perhaps named for Dr. Strout’s brother Richard, who was a 

distinguished journalist and commentator, a national correspondent for the Christian 

Science Monitor newspaper and interviewer of many United States presidents.  No one 

seemed much informed as to the Strout origins, some thought it was in Pennsylvania, 

others were assured it was Massachusetts, perhaps it might even have been Texas.  

This was more of the mystery surrounding him.  As I came to know him, I would not 

have been surprised if he had originated in Timbuktu.  I do know that his Social Security 

card was issued in Texas when he was about age 40, that he was born on March 3, 
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1895 and that he died in December 1985.  He must have been one of the first to register 

for Social Security after it became available. 

 

In his classes Dr. Strout was something to behold.  English classes were held in the 

basement of the Library, a rather dreary place.  He entered the classroom door with the 

day’s lecture under way and you better be ready, pen poised in hand and textbook open 

at the appropriate place.  He never used lecture notes.  During the class period, he 

constantly paced around the room, eyes seldom open.  Periodically, he would make a 

quick movement, lowering his nose into the face of an unsuspecting student to whom he 

would hurl a challenge for a comment, answer or interpretation.  One learned to be 

ready for these startling encounters or risk his wrath.  One had better not doze off in his 

class or let attention wander.  He wasn’t known as the holy terror of the English 

Department for nothing.  If he opened his eyes on you during this inquisition, you knew 

the meaning of the word riveting. 

 

As for composition, Dr. Strout had several inviolate rules.  The first and foremost was 

that we must remember that the average American dolt can only comprehend the 

vocabulary of a 12-year-old; therefore, the written word should be cast using only the 

simplest of words if understanding is to be realized.  Rule number 2 required the author 

to have at command as extensive a vocabulary as possible; however, esoteric 

vocabulary should only be used when the audience was equally esoteric.  In other 

words, tailor your vocabulary to your audience.  A third rule was to never be prolix.  This 

word had yet to enter my vocabulary and being too shy to expose my ignorance and ask 
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what it meant I determined to go to the Library and look it up, though I wasn’t certain of 

the spelling, prolix or prolicks.  Maybe it was two words . . . pro licks.  If none of those 

possible spellings proved correct and I couldn’t find it in a dictionary, I could always go 

to an encyclopedia or I could ask one of the librarians for help, which they were always 

anxious to provide.  I didn’t mind exposing my ignorance to them.  That’s why they were 

there, to deal with the ignorance the students brought to them. 

 

In those days the rule was that if a Professor did not show up for class within 20 

minutes the students could “walk.”  The time was lesser for Assistant (10 minutes) and 

Associate Professors (15 minutes) and you better know the difference.  At least once 

each semester Dr. Strout would deliberately arrive at class just as the students were 

leaving. (He had been waiting in the hallway outside ready to pounce.)   Actually, the 

allotted time had not expired.  The students learned that if you hit the wall clock just 

right with a thrown eraser, the minute hand would jump ahead a minute or two.  

Repeated pummeling caused the clock to reach the 20 minute mark quite early.  Dr. 

Strout knew of this ploy, of course.  He retaliated on test day by standing at the back of 

the room throwing erasers at the clock, thereby reducing the amount of time the class 

had for completing the test.  This behavior put an end to eraser chunking for that 

semester’s class. 

 

Other members of the faculty began each class period by taking attendance, which had 

to be reported to the Head of the Department – they were not called Chairmen in those 

days or by that idiotic truncated word “Chair”.  Not so Dr. Strout.  As he came through 
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the door lecturing, his laser-like eagle eyes scanned the faces and instantly registered 

who was present and who was not.  Absences were rare in his classes.  Back in his 

office after class, he filed his attendance report for the day to be sent to the Head and 

the Registrars Office.  Late comers were not admitted to the classroom, thus being 

marked absent for that day.  We learned to not let this happen.  It was a rule that if one 

committed a certain number of unexcused class absences – three -- you were dropped 

from the class roster and given a final grade of “F.” The option of dropping a class was 

unheard of.  (I’ll pay a price for dangling that preposition.) 

 

Although he seemed to have committed to memory every word of literature in the 

English language, at least on the other side of the Atlantic, Dr. Strout’s chosen teaching 

area was the British Romantic period, on which he enjoyed an international reputation.  

It was a practice that even the senior members of the English Department taught at 

least one section of freshman English each semester.  I am assured that he approached 

all his classes with the same rigor, preparation and expectations.  In those days 

students were expected to come to college intellectually, academically and 

motivationally prepared to succeed at the college level.  Since these classes were 

required of every entering freshman, English 101 and English 102 were classes the 

College looked on to separate those students who should be in college from those who 

would not be invited back for their sophomore year.  I am sure Dr. Strout’s freshman 

English classes were looked at by the Registrars Office as ones they could count on to 

help winnow the student chaff from the student wheat.  Rather than working to admit 

any and all students who could cough up the tuition, in those days there was an 
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unspoken inclination to try to keep the College more for the academically elite than for 

the hoi polloi – remember the Greek?  This practice was not limited to Texas Tech, but 

was rather universal in higher education.  Higher education was not well served when 

open door admissions policies were implemented later and academic integrity went into 

decline.  I am convinced that academic rigor suffered when all those government 

sponsored financial aid programs made it too easy for unqualified students to 

matriculate in higher education, thereby watering down academic respectability. 

 

Several years later when I was teaching Freshman English, I was encouraged – nay, 

commanded -- to continue the practice of winnowing out the unqualified students.  This 

became a sticky problem when my favorite brother-in-law turned up in one of my 

classes.  It was a surprise to both of us.  Immediately after class, I fled to Dr. Strout to 

mentor me regarding the matter.  He gave me good council, including advising me to 

seek the good graces of the Department Head, which I did.  This latter person wasn’t 

concerned with my being related to one of my students so long as I upheld the 

obligation to get rid of him and any other student who “didn’t make the grade.”  I obliged 

and all worked out for the best.  In those days before grade inflation, when the 

Department Head reviewed grade books at the end of each semester, I received a 

begrudged commendation since it contained the expected scattering of letter grades. 

 

It is often observed that the teacher learns while teaching and in my first experience 

teaching Freshman English at Texas Tech that was certainly true.  I will cite one 

example.  The required “literature” book for that class, actually more of a “reader,” 
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contained a collection of essays and snippets.  I remember only one of the essays, 

which I wish were required reading for everyone.  The title was How to Lie with 

Statistics by Darrell Huff.  Later the essay was expanded into book-length and it is still 

available.  It is a must read manual on how the public is snookered by statistics or 

pseudo-statistics and how to avoid the traps.  Statistics and the manipulation thereof are 

popular tools of advertising, marketing and politics, all geared to taking advantage of the 

population.  This essay/book can help people know when they are being duped, give 

them ammunition to challenge the statistical argument and help them stay clear of 

entrapment. 

 

I had transferred to Texas Tech as an upper classman seeking parallel undergraduate 

degrees in the Arts and in the Sciences.  Dr. Strout was mildly amused (and I think a bit 

smugly pleased) that I had in mind a B.A. in English and a B.S. in Petroleum Geology 

and Chemistry.  Thus, I landed in one of his classes unprepared for his classroom 

antics.  Had I been an entering freshman, I might have fled, as did a couple of English 

majors I had come to know who transferred away from Texas Tech instead of 

submitting themselves to Dr. Strout’s required classes.  Rather than being frightened, 

something of Dr. Strout’s fire for language and literature ignited in me and I, too, caught 

his Promethean zeal.  When I began teaching I hoped to create the same fire in my 

students, though I realized I had not his brilliance and wanted not his frightening 

behavior. 
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If a student aspired to a graduate degree, it was customary to seek the advice of some 

favored or trusted member of the departmental faculty.  This did not work with Dr. 

Strout.  He had a sense of which students should “go on” and who should not.  He 

chose only four students each year that he would shepherd through graduate work.  

With bachelor’s degrees almost in hand I was summoned to Dr. Strout’s office to be told 

that he would succumb to accepting me as his acolyte in the Master’s program, along 

with three others who were to pursue doctoral degrees.  I don’t recall being given an 

opportunity to exert an option on the matter.  It was a done deal and I was elated.  

Boutez en avant!*  The four of us often comprised the entire enrollment of some of his 

graduate classes. 

*Full steam ahead! 

 

Bachelor’s degrees were not quite in hand – commencement was a few days away --

before Dr. Strout had me full steaming ahead into the graduate program.  Since his area 

of expertise was British literature I was not surprised that he assigned to me a thesis 

topic in that realm.  It was immediately apparent that the two most important loci of 

research material would be the National Library of Scotland . . . in Edinburgh . . . and 

the British Museum . . . in London.  In addition a few large and more significant 

American libraries would be useful and I would access these through interlibrary loan 

from the Texas Tech Library.  In preparing this manuscript I thumbed through an old file 

labeled “Thesis Residue” and found the preliminary typescript of the Introduction to my 

thesis with Dr. Strout’s miniscule hand-written notes in the margins as well as several of 

the blank interlibrary loan forms then in use by the Texas Tech Library. 
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One of the volumes I had borrowed through interlibrary loan was from the Harvard 

College library: Plays and Poems, Vol. II, by Mrs. William Busk, published by Thomas 

Hookham, London, MDCCCXXXVII.  (You see!  The Roman numeral makes the book 

seem more important than it really was or if the publication date had been written as 

simply 1837.)  In it I came across a long, rather dreary original poem in six cantos by 

Mrs. Busk entitled Sordello.  Somewhere in the back of my mind echoed the recollection 

of a poem of the same name by Robert Browning.  Sordello was an actual person, a 

once renowned Mantuan troubadour brought to distinction by Dante in the Purgatorio.  

Mrs. Busk assures the reader in a preface to her poem that “none of the adventures 

here ascribed to the Poet-hero are imaginary,” although she goes on to settle the 

reader’s sensibilities by saying that “In the present Poem the conduct of the lovers has 

been purified from actual guilt; and whatever may still appear repugnant to our strict 

notions of conjugal duty, should be referred to and judged by, the manners and opinions 

prevalent in Italy during the thirteenth century.”  She was referring to the love of Sordello 

and Cuniza. 

 

I brought this poem to the attention of Dr. Strout along with my findings of certain 

comparisons with the one by Browning.  Dr. Strout thought the possibility existed that I 

might “be on to something.”  He further suggested that I bring this information to the 

attention of the imminent Browning authority Professor Andrew Armstrong at Baylor 

University.  I corresponded with Dr. Armstrong who found this “interesting” and 

wondered if I might have a copy of Mrs. Busk’s poem.  Couldn’t he have borrowed the 

same book from Harvard?  I had typed out the poem – all 102 pages of it -- with an 
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original and a carbon copy prior to returning the book to Harvard.  Had I been able to 

wait a quarter of a century Xerox would have saved me a lot of typing trouble.  I still 

have the original typescript in that old file.  I sent the carbon copy to Dr. Armstrong who 

confirmed that Mrs. Busk’s poem was published a decade prior to Browning’s and 

indeed there were such similarities not only in subject but also in style and language as 

to suggest that the earlier poem quite likely provided the impetus and inspiration for 

Browning, though confirmation beyond the shadow of a doubt would be impossible.  

Who can pin down the source of inspiration unless through confession?  And unless 

exact language is quoted or there exists some written documentation by way of 

acknowledgment to prove it, there will always be the possibility that it was just 

“coincidence” and that the real inspiration for both authors was Dante. Professor 

Armstrong went on to congratulate me on my finding.  That was the end of that. 

 

The defense of my thesis was not the agony which seemed to be the norm for many 

graduate students.  Dr. Strout had prepared me well and he would not have let me 

defend had he not been convinced that I was ready to succeed.  When the defense was 

over, I realized that the other three professors at the hearing had said nothing, nary a 

word, I supposed in deference to the master.  At that point I knew that others on the 

faculty were as much in awe of him as was I.  In fairness to the others, two of them were 

out of their element, since their area of expertise was American literature, an arena Dr. 

Strout thought less than worthy, an appraisal secretly shared by me.  I had suffered 

through a class in early American literature with one of the professors. who was also 

Dean of the Graduate School, and I recall being so bored with his endless harangue on 
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Cotton Mather’s sermons I was ready to convert, if only to reach an end.  On another 

occasion he droned on for an entire class period on those seven famous words of 

Patrick Henry: “Give me liberty or give me death.”  Our class was ready to vote for the 

latter and not for the famous patriot’s liberty unless it released us from the class.  The 

third member of the defense team, another professor of American literature, was 

relatively unknown to me since I had taken no classes with him and he had been 

assigned to my graduate committee by the Head of the Department only because he 

was “short” of committee assignments.  The fourth member of the defense team was 

the Head of the English Department himself, in my opinion the dullest man to ever enter 

a classroom.  His specialty was 17th and 18th Century British Literature.  He did his best 

to insure than his students caught no fire for this period, including enervating every word 

the divine Milton wrote.  The defense over I left the room while the committee 

deliberated the few minutes necessary before calling me back to announce that I had 

been approved for the Master of Arts degree. 

 

During the year of my master’s work, I enjoyed the slightly relaxed camaraderie Dr. 

Strout allowed during our daily counseling sessions, but never brooked in a formal 

class.  My thesis project was assigned to me without my input a few days before 

baccalaureate commencement and I was off to begin the research during the summer 

before fall semester classes began.  During that year I received from him one of two 

communications I still treasure.  It was a monograph entitled Writers on German 

Literature in Blackwood’s Magazine, one of his recent publications to which he had 

attached a note saying that he had “immortalized me in a footnote.”  The footnote 
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identified the project I was working on and goes on to say that it “will make a valuable 

addition to the masters’ and doctors’ theses at Texas Technological College.”  I was 

thrilled, but never more so than during the following year when I had joined the faculty 

and I received a note addressed to “Professor G. Prigmore.”  I was only an Instructor, 

but the title was his way of encouraging me into the future.  The typed note contained 

the following message:  

 

 

 

Later, I learned that Dr. Strout had already given permission to publish.  I knew then that 

I had arrived, maybe not among the Olympian gods of English literature, but at least at 

their feet.  When Dr. Strout took a student under his wing he never let go until that 

person had joined the ranks of what he considered academic equals or nearly so.  His 

job was to insure readiness and he never rested – or let the student rest -- until he was 

assured of success.  I owe him a great deal and only hope that every student of English 

language and literature finds inspiration in someone like him.  There are few people on 

earth that I have idolized since Alexandros III of Macedon, whom I did not know 

personally; but, Alan Lang Strout was one of those few, whom I did know. 
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My second most favorite and admired professor in the English Department was J. T. 

McCullen.  He had no foibles, He did not lurk.  He performed no antics.  There was 

nothing eccentric about him.  He invoked no terror in his students.  He was not quirky.  

He enjoyed no frightening behaviors.  About him were no mysteries.  He was, in a word, 

simply brilliant!  He was the resident expert on Elizabethan language and literature, the 

Shakespeare scholar.  He was so in command of his subject that his classes were 

mesmerizing.  When he quoted passages in his commanding baritone voice, he 

became the character in the play.  He could have performed on the stage; he was that 

good, for he ceased to be a classroom professor and entered the body of whomever he 

was citing.  His Richard III was riveting as was his Henry.  He could change his voice 

and inflection somehow so we knew he was that silly Benedict and equally silly Romeo 

or the driven Lear or Brutus.  His female characters did not come off as well.  When he 

quoted Lady Macbeth, the Shrew or any of Lear’s dippy daughters he sounded more 

like Bea Arthur trying to sound like a woman.  Even he found this amusing.  At another 

university I had taken a course called Introduction to Shakespeare with a professor who 

enjoyed an international reputation in Shakespeare studies.  I took every class Dr. 

McCullen offered and in the classroom I found that he excelled that imminent scholar in 

the classroom.  After I had left Tech and moved away he visited Mother at her office in 

the College Bookstore periodically to inquire after me, once telling her he regretted that I 

did not pursue a graduate degree concentration in Shakespeare with him instead of in 

Romanticism with Dr. Strout. 
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It was the beginning of the Fall Semester 1950.  My roommate and I were on our way to 

the Texas Tech Bookstore, not the bookstore off-campus on College Avenue, to 

purchase books for our classes.  I had hope of getting all I needed for my six classes for 

no more than $20.00, perhaps less.  After all, prices had gone up quite a bit since my 

freshman year in 1946 when $12.00 bought all the books I needed – new ones at that, 

none used. 

 

One of my English classes was Introduction to the Novel, but I had given no thought to 

what it might be like and I suppose it did not occur to me that we might actually be 

reading an entire novel during the semester, much less nine of them!  In high school I 

had read novels, a couple of slender, simpering ones by American authors, now 

thankfully forgotten.  On my own I had read everything I could find by Agatha Christi and 

Mary Roberts Rinehart.  Always a reader, there were others I found in the family library 

or at the Carnegie, but those titles, too, have not stayed with me, though I do recall 

Pilgrim’s Progress. 

 

Much to my surprise and delight the Texas Tech Bookstore had no book for the Novel 

class, which saved me several dollars, and I didn’t give much thought as to how the 

class might function without one.  I wondered if there had been a mistake on the 

Bookstore’s part or that perhaps there had been a delay in shipment to the bookstore, 

an event not unknown in those post-war years. 
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The class met for the first time, somewhere around twenty or so of us.  The instructor, 

an unobtrusive sort, wrote his name on the chalk board – “Mr. Murphy.”  And “Mr. 

Murphy” he remained, though none of us seemed to concern ourselves about his 

academic credentials and the obvious missing Dr. in front of his name or the initials 

behind it. 

 

Wasting no time he announced the objective for the semester.  There was no handout, 

no syllabus, not so much as a mimeographed sheet of paper.  He began to write on the 

chalk board (remember chalk?) the name of the novel we would read that semester: 

“Hawthorne The Scarlet Letter”.  Well, that’s not so bad.  Then, beneath that title he 

wrote: “Melville Moby Dick”.  That’s it!  But, no, a third line added: “Thackeray Vanity 

Fair”.  Ugh . . . another line . . .   Would he never stop?  Apparently not: “Austen Pride 

and Prejudice”.  It became obvious that some members of the class were getting 

nervous: “Maugham Of Human Bondage”.  Then: “Flaubert Madame Bovary” was 

quickly followed by “Balzac Le Pere Goriot”.   This is getting serious, not to say out of 

hand: “Turgenev Fathers & Children”.  On the verge of panic came the last title: 

“Dostoyevski Crime and Punishment”.  A deep sigh, more felt than heard, escaped into 

the room when it became obvious that he had completed the list. 

 

With some of us still conscious and the remainder catatonic, Mr. Murphy hoisted a 

brown paper grocery bag onto the table and began to unload books -- paperback books, 

something relatively unheard of or even permitted in a university classroom in those 

days.  He explained that the Bookstore would only stock hard back copies of the novels 
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he planned for the class and at prices he was convinced were beyond the budgets of 

most students.  Remember that those were the days before all the government give-

away programs at tax-payer expense and taking out bank loans to pay for tuition, board 

and room, and books was frowned upon.  Banks expected collateral before approving a 

loan and in their eyes a college diploma, which to them was only a large piece of better 

quality paper, did not qualify as collateral.  To save us from further penury, Mr. Murphy 

had purchased the first book in paper back, which he had for sale to us at a much 

cheaper price than what the Bookstore would have charged.  We could have the novel, 

The Scarlet Letter, for the price he had paid -- 49¢.  He also allowed those who wished 

to do so to share a copy, thereby, splitting the cost.  He would take orders for 

successive paper back volumes, collect the money, and place the orders.  As I recall, all 

of the books were about the same price as The Scarlet Letter, though a couple were 

more, but less than $1.00 each.  Since I had a night job as proof reader at the Lubbock 

Avalanche-Journal and could afford my own copy of each of the books, I chose not to 

share.  It did not occur to me at the time to wonder if this little entrepreneurial enterprise 

of his had been sanctioned by College upper level administrators or if perhaps he was 

acting somehow outside the bounds of authority.  In the end it didn’t matter which. 

 

Mr. Murphy had made instant friends of us with the concern he had showed for our 

financial circumstances, though an unspoken undercurrent still kept some in the class 

fidgeting in near panic over the amount of reading to be done during the semester and 

at the next class meeting our number had decreased considerably, since class changes 

were still possible the first week of the semester, thereafter not.  Those of us who had 
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been blessed with quicker reading skills had no fear facing nine novels in the eighteen-

week semester and I suppose several prayers went up in thanks that “Tolstoy War and 

Peace” had not materialized in chalk or, even worse, “Joyce Ulysses”. 

 

I still have several of those books, while others simply fell apart before being discarded.  

Those were the very early days of paperback books and they were not universally 

acceptable to the public.  Recently I dusted off the copy of Turgenev’s Fathers and 

Children to reread.  Though somewhat aged and frayed, it has held up a bit better than 

have I over the years; perhaps it had better glue.  The pages are still filled with the now 

faded penciled marginal notes and are interleaved with scraps of paper on which I had 

written cross references and study hints.  As I read, I thrilled at the underlining, notes 

and symbols that illuminated the novel for me so many decades ago and still do, though 

some of the scribbles have now assumed a cryptic character and the binding glue 

cracks as I gingerly turn the pages. 

 

  I owe Mr. Murphy a great debt for bringing this great novel to 

my attention. 
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Mr. Murphy did not lecture, which was a unique approach to teaching, differing from 

most previous classes I had taken.  Having rearranged our desk-chairs in something 

resembling a semi-circle, he briefly posited an argument of some sort and let the 

members of the class debate the issue among ourselves, though he often joined in the 

discussion.  The topic might have concerned characterization or plot development or 

style or some other matter.  Exhausting that construct he would assume the role of 

moderator and interpose another direction and off we’d go again amid much fluttering of 

pages in our books attempting to locate previously marked passages to support or 

contradict a point made by another student.  Each of us wanted to win the argument.  

These class discussions were very exciting.  Often the class period ended with an 

assignment to present an essay at the next class meeting on an assigned topic, always 

one to foster critical thinking and always related to the book we were reading at the 

time.   

 

At this point I had not met up with the Phaedrus and more is the pity.  I suppose my 

classmates were equally unschooled in that most influential of Plato’s thought onto the 

novel form.  Of course Plato did not know what a novel was and it would be many 

centuries before it emerged as a literary genre.  What mighty discussions would have 

ensued had we been able to draw upon this work for our arguments.  Later, I would 

conclude that none of that literary form – the novel -- could escape the debt it owed to 

that ancient, seminal parable of the charioteer and I have yet to find a respectable novel 

that does not employ in its plot and characterizations the notions that Plato so 

eloquently expounded.  For me critiquing a novel has been made more insightful and 
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rewarding as a result.  If I were teaching a class on the novel, first I would have the 

students read the Phaedrus. 

 

My memory is not secure regarding Mr. Murphy’s given name, though Donald is a 

haunting possibility.  I do recall him as a shy, introspective, retiring, yes mousy, small 

man.  Had he been a classmate, he was the type one would be prone to sneak up on 

from behind and yell “Boo!!” just to see him startled.  I don’t remember seeing him 

outside the classroom, into which he seemed to materialize on the dot of the hour and 

from which he would evaporate at the end.  This was the only class I took with him and I 

have no recollection that he taught graduate level classes, into which I enrolled the 

following year.  Perhaps the lack of a terminal degree restricted him to lower level 

classes.  In retrospect I owe him a great deal of appreciation for his introducing me to 

the novel, that newest of literary genre, to some of its greatest examples and to a way of 

interpreting and reacting to each.  I had no interaction with Mr. Murphy after that class 

and learned nothing about him thereafter, but for a brief time in my student life he made 

a significant impact, for which I am grateful.  By confession I must say that in later years 

when I was teaching I often used some of the techniques Mr. Murphy had employed in 

that Novel class. 

 

R. A. Mills lived in another world – a world of long, long ago.  Dr. Mills had chosen as 

his preferred fields of concentration Old and Middle English language and literature.  He 

never seemed to inhabit the modern years.  I found it quite difficult to go with him into 

the Old English world, though I tried.  He could lapse for extended periods into speaking 
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Old English or quoting Beowulf at length, the sing-song language inducing reverie if not 

sleep.  Professor Mills rather strongly encouraged us to commit to memory the first 20-

25 lines or so of certain poems in Old and Middle English.  It was his way of leading us 

to appreciate the almost bel canto like harmonies of the languages.  And after 

explaining to us what happened to the Anglo-Saxon language during and following the 

Great Vowel Shift we realized we were on the way to the Modern English language we 

know today, or at least some of us know.  

 

Having said that it is surprising that even today I can still quote from memory the 

opening lines of Beowulf, “HWÆT, we gar-dena in geardagum, ƥeodcyninga ƥrym 

gefrunon, hu ŏa æƥelingas ellen fremedon! . . .”  Similarly, he made Chaucer come alive, 

primarily I think because the Middle English language is closer to our own.  Memory still 

serves me well intoning those melodious Prologue opening lines of The Canterbury 

Tales: “Whan that Aprill, with his shoures soote The doughte of March hath perced to 

the roote And bathed every veyne in swich licour, Of which vertu engendered is the 

flour, Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth Inspired hath in every holt and heath 

The tender croppes, and the yonge sonne Hath in the Ram his halfe cours yronne, And 

smale foweles maken melodye, That slepen al the nyght with open eye – (So priketh 

hem Nature in hir corages): Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages.”  I feel fairly 

sure of my spelling of the Chaucer; however, though the phonation I still remember I 

must confess to having sought confirmation by way of research on the spelling of the 

Old English Beowulf opening lines, particularly as involved with the letter ƥ which has 

the sound equivalent of “th” in Modern English. 
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Near the end of my baccalaureate years Professor Mills gave me a collection of six 

books of English literature, actually anthologies, spanning the time from Old English 

through the Victorian period.  Though I no longer consult these volumes, I treasure them 

as a memory of Dr. Mills’ classes and of him as a prim and proper gentleman.  He was 

much too refined and too sophisticated to go out for a night on the town with such a 

crude old harridan as Grendel’s mother, but I had no difficulty picturing him in a smoky 

tavern on a Saturday night letting his hair down with Chaucer’s nun telling bawdy stories 

over a roasted haunch and a tankard. 

 

  The books given to me by Dr. R. A. Mills. 

 

Dr. Truman Camp, a product of Yale University and Head of the English Department at 

Texas Tech, taught late 17th and early 18th century English Literature.  He was a 

graduate of Yale University.  With him I had classes in Dryden, Defoe, Swift, Pope, 

Pepys, Addison and Steele.  He had studied these writers at Yale University.  Dr. Camp 

did not teach Milton though he had graduated from Yale University.  Of one thing I am 

certain, even though he held a degree from Yale University, a circumstance he never let 
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us forget – and perhaps you notice that I haven’t let you forget it either -- he was the 

most boring, mind-numbing, sleep-inducing lecturer one can imagine.  He droned on 

relentlessly for the entire class period from aged yellowed lecture notes, never 

deviating, never inflecting, never looking up, never involving the students in discussion, 

and never giving any sign of life to the topic.   Is it any wonder that I found it impossible 

to catch any enthusiasm for these authors?    I was only lucky that he did not ruin Milton 

for me. 

 

The other most boring professor in the English Department was W. B. Gates.  Dr. 

Gates, otherwise a very nice gentleman, was Dean of the Graduate School.  As a 

Professor in the English Department he also taught a class or two each semester in his 

chosen field, which was American Literature.  I have never been much impressed with 

American writers in general, though there are a few who have caught my attention.  Dr. 

Gates did nothing to engender in me a love for American authors, a fact of which I am 

sure he sensed.  I supposed he signed my Master of Arts degree diploma somewhat 

begrudgingly. 

 

Arguably, the most important thing a college or university does is to recruit and appoint 

faculty members. It is on the shoulders of these people that the institution’s reputation 

rises or falls.  This is especially critical in the case of fledgling colleges.  Those first few 

years and decades set a tone and course that will serve the students well or ill.  In 

Texas Tech’s case I suspect the written or understood directive was to find and hire the 

best scholars and teachers possible considering the financial parameters prevalent at 
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the time.  In my opinion the College succeeded admirably in most cases of securing 

faculty members who had recognized scholastic reputations and were also excellent or 

good teachers, though what convinced them to relocate to such an out-of-the-way place 

as Lubbock, as it was in those days, defies understanding.  Unfortunately, there were 

some who failed to measure up, at least in my estimation. 

 

Though I had no classes with either of these and must rely on their reputations among 

the student body for my perceptions, one couple came to the campus during the earliest 

years.  Mr. James G. Allen was a member of the English faculty.  It was thought the 

quality of that department’s faculty improved when Mr. Allen moved on to an 

administrative position as Dean of Men, something for which qualifications must have 

been minimal beyond having a monumental ego and sense of self.  He still had titular 

membership in the English Department, but soon gave up any teaching assignment.  

His wife was Mrs. Louise Allen, who garnered a faculty appointment in the Journalism 

Department, though what her qualifications might have been for this position is beyond 

me.  My future wife had entered Texas Tech as a major in Journalism.  After an 

exposure to the department and particularly to Mrs. Allen, she transferred to another 

institution that had a better reputation for its Journalism faculty.  Ironically, several years 

later Mrs. Allen realized some of her shortcomings and contacted my wife, who was 

then Director of Promotion and Continuity at KCBD radio and television, and begged her 

to collaborate with her in developing instructional materials for her classes.  With 

another employee at KCBD the result was a textbook which became used for a time 

rather widely in colleges and universities.  Mrs. Allen contributed little to the book other 
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than her name.  It was decided that the author’s names would be listed alphabetically; 

therefore, Mrs. Allen came first.  The authors regularly met at our house to work on the 

manuscript, during which I came to despise Mrs. Allen.  In an illustrated dictionary you 

might find her picture next to the word “crone.”  My job during the evenings when the 

book was in progress was to keep the coffee pot percolating and the cookies warm from 

the oven.  Mrs. Allen gave me to understand in no uncertain terms that she did not like 

raisins in her oatmeal cookies.  Thereafter, I doubled the amount.  She got the message 

and kept her sour mouth shut from then on. 

 

  Louise Allen contributed little to the textbook. 

 

The English Department faculty contained several females, with none of whom did I 

ever have a class, since I only took upper level undergraduate and graduate level 

English classes at Texas Tech.  As far as I could determine, the number of female 

faculty members was kept to a minimum and they were hidden away teaching only 

freshman and sophomore level classes.  This practice was to change in time, though 

knowing him as I did I suspect nothing changed until there was a new department Head. 
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I was impressed with some of the faculty in Geology.  Raymond Sidwell seemed to have 

the department under good control, though in the classroom he would never be 

considered effervescent.  Messrs. Brand, Meade and Fred Warn were well qualified and 

did a masterful job in their teaching.  I had no classes in Physics or Biology, but I came 

to know two professors in those disciplines rather well.  Dr. C. C. Schmidt, Physics, had 

a son at Tech who was one of my friends and I was often invited to their house for a 

back yard barbeque or for an indoor “picnic” if the weather turned bad.  Professor 

Studhalter in Biology seemed to be interested in all the students he encountered, 

whether in his classes or not.  Since I had Geology classes in the Science Building 

where the Biology Department was also housed, I met him frequently in the hallways.  

He was always interested in my doings and when he found out that I was pursuing dual 

degrees in Geology and English he seemed most impressed and gave me much 

encouragement and support.  I had known him for some time when he discovered 

through questioning if I had taken any History classes and my considerable dislike for 

another member of the faculty, the gadfly egotist head of the History Department who 

“ran” for President of Texas Tech every time there was a vacancy.  The governing 

Board of Directors had the good sense to pass him over every time, though why the 

only building on the campus is named for him escapes common sense.    At one time 

Curry Holden and Dr. Studhalter had been colleagues on various projects of some kind; 

however, something had occurred that caused a schism in their relationship and by the 

time I was on campus the two were not speaking to each other and, in fact, Dr. 

Studhalter seemed to hold Dr. Holden is considerable contempt.  Mrs. Holden – Fran 

the Floozie – patrolled the campus delivering orders to one and all as if she owned the 
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place.  I admired Joe Dennis in the Chemistry Department and wished I had been able 

to take more courses with him.  I came to know Arthur Young and his family quite well, 

though his field was Agriculture and Agronomy.  I was often invited to his home for cook 

outs.  I knew both of his sons and the older one, George, was best man at my wedding.  

I had no interaction with the Military Department, either the Army Air Force ROTC or the 

Army ROTC, though often I would observe the guys marching in their spiffy uniforms.  

Some of the Home Economics faculty members were quite involved with students, even 

those who were not pursuing coursework in H. E.  Sannie Callan, Martye Poindexter, 

Jonnie Michie and Mabel Erwin come to mind as being most enjoyable.  For a brief time 

there was one male member of the Home Ec. faculty, but he didn’t last long.  The Dean 

was Margaret Weeks, a most sour faced old bat whose gaze was said to be able to stop 

clocks and cause milk to curdle, a talent which came in handy in case there was a 

shortage of sour cream for the dining room’s baked potatoes. 
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MORE JOYFUL NOISES 

Music is the universal language of mankind, 

-- poetry their universal pastime and delight. 

         --Longfellow 

 

Habits die hard.  So it was that on the first Sunday I found myself in the exile called 

Lubbock, I sought out the nearest Methodist Church and determined the hours of its 

services.  It turned out to be relatively close to campus, the College church if you will, on 

Avenue X between 13th and 14th Streets.  St. John’s Methodist Church was rather small, 

considerably smaller than previous churches I had attended, but it had good acoustics, 

something an organist always notices.  In suit and tie I went.  The service was nice and 

Rev. Bratcher gave a rousing welcome mostly aimed at the Tech students returning for 

the Fall semester.  The students comprised about half or more of the congregation.  The 

townspeople in the pews seemed equally welcoming to us and I found the setting quite 

convivial.   

 

Having been a church organist I was surprised to find so small a building having a pipe 

organ.  As the organist was sending the worshipers out the door with a rousing postlude 

I lingered, intent on going up to the chancel to have a look at the organ console.  I have 
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always believed that there should be a most enthusiastic if not military postlude to get 

the people on their happy way out the door.  It also insures wakefulness.  I neared the 

console as the music came to a close.  The organist, a young man several years older 

than I, greeted me.  I told him I just wanted to see the console, which was a 

disappointment.  We began talking when I told him that I, too, was an organist.  He told 

me something of the history of this church’s organ.  Its parts had originally been 

manufactured by the Roosevelt Brothers for a theater in St. Louis, Missouri.  (As far as I 

could determine these Roosevelts were not related to either of the presidents of that 

name, though it is possible that there was some very distant genetics involved.)  The 

console’s heritage explained the weird console.  When the theater was to be torn down, 

the organ was offered for sale.  A well-known Lubbock physician and member of St. 

John’s Methodist Church offered the winning small bid and the organ was dismantled 

and shipped to Lubbock.  Two problems immediately surfaced.  The space behind and 

above the choir loft was rather limited and insufficient to contain the entire pipework and 

wind chests.  Further, many of the registers while appropriate for a movie theater were 

inappropriate for a house of worship.  A Methodist service has little use for train whistles 

and clanging cymbals.  Working with the church authorities the installer determined 

which ranks to keep and which to discard.  Several of the maintained voices were 

unitized to save space while expanding capability.  Organ purists despise unit ranks.  

The console was kept as is, which accounted for many of the tabs being mute.  They 

controlled nothing.  The first thing an organist had to learn when playing that organ was 

which tabs were “live” and which were “dead.”   
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With this preliminary conversation over we introduced ourselves.  He was Bob Scoggin, 

scion of the Scoggin-Dickey Buick dealership.  His parents were members of the 

church.  He went on to tell me that this was his last day as the church’s organist since 

he was leaving Lubbock to take a full-time organist job out of state and wondered if I 

might be interested in becoming his replacement.  It seemed they had not found one.  I 

expressed possible interest.  He had me play something he put on the music rack.  

While doing so the choir director came over to bid Bob farewell, listened to my playing 

and asked if I would indulge him in a bit of audition to determine if I had the ability to 

follow his direction.  He chose a hymn and began flailing his arms as directors do, 

changing tempi at random and altering dynamics for no particular reason except to see 

if I could obey him.  Of course, it made no sense except to determine whether or not he 

liked my following.  He did and I was offered the job on the spot at the salary of $5.00 

per Sunday, which also included choir practice.  His name was Richard Richards, 

known a Dick.  At the front door Rev. Bratcher had bid the last parishioner farewell and 

joined us to hear the decision.  He told me to come by the office the next day to “finalize 

things.”  So, I had another job as a church organist.  That lasted for a few years until 

they erected a new and much larger building on College Avenue a couple of blocks 

away to accommodate the rapidly expanding congregation.  The small building on 

Avenue X already housed two morning services and still had standees at each service.  

The Roosevelt Brothers organ was not moved to the new edifice.  Without sufficient 

funds to buy a pipe organ the church installed some kind of electronic monstrosity, 

which I tolerated for a few Sundays before finding employment elsewhere.  During my 

second year at St. John’s I was persuaded to take on jobs at two other churches, there 
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being a severe shortage of organ players in Lubbock.  For a year I played high mass at 

St. Catherine’s Catholic Church, which coincided during the time between morning 

services at St. John’s.  That kept me hopping the three blocks between the two.  For the 

same year I played the Sunday afternoon service at the Christian Science Church a few 

blocks east on Broadway.  That was a snap.  I played a prelude, a brief congregational 

hymn and accompanied a short solo by Sue Lovett.  Then Sue and I quietly departed, 

the whole thing taking less than 20 minutes while earning me another $5.00 a week.  

That was a most prosperous year as I was earning $15.00 a week from the three jobs!  

Plus there was the gratuity from an occasional wedding or funeral.  I never set a fee for 

these services but $10.00 seemed to be the going contribution for my playing.  Those 

earlier music lessons were paying off.  One funeral deserves special mention later. 

 

   

The TexasTech Men’s Glee Club, 1949-1950, the author is middle row third from left. 
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The next day at the announced hour I found the war surplus barracks building where 

auditions were being held for the Texas Tech Men’s Glee Club.  We were both 

surprised when I discovered that the director was the same Richard Richards from the 

church.  He auditioned me, announced that my limited upper range did not qualify me 

as a first tenor, a condition I already knew, but that I would make the grade as a second 

tenor.  I was accepted to be one of about 30 that made up the Glee Club.  It was a great 

joy to sing the music that he chose for us.  Once in a while we performed off campus, 

but the following Spring semester was devoted almost entirely to getting us ready for a 

major tour in the Summer.  We were good! 

 

   

The Texas Tech Men’s Glee Club getting ready to leave on tour to the Lion’s Club International 

Convention, Chicago 1950.  The author is fifth from left, back row.  “The Pride of the Plains” is the motto 

of the movie theater, but could just as well have applied to the Texas Tech Men’s Glee Club. 
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We were to appear at the Lion’s Club International Convention in Chicago.  On April 19, 

1950 we were presented in a Music Festival in the gymnasium, the College lacking an 

auditorium, for the purposes of raising money to defray expenses for the tour, which 

took place in June.  We also “sang for our supper” – and bedding – along the way to 

and from Chicago in places like Claremore and Vinita, Oklahoma, Joplin, Jefferson City, 

and Fulton, Missouri, and Quincy, Illinois.  Except for this last place local townspeople in 

support of our performance took us home for the night after the concert.  These people 

were always delightful and enjoyable and seemed thankful we had brought a little joy 

into their lives.  In Quincy we were not housed in private homes, but in tiny cells in some 

sort of Catholic school or monastery. The spaces were equipped with twin-size iron 

beds and thin mattresses, a small chest of drawers, a small desk and an uncomfortable 

straight-backed chair.  Except for a small cross the walls were bare.  The cassocked 

residents, who seemed to always be stalking the halls, must have regarded our group 

as . . . well . . . the next morning on the bus there was riotous talk of “the piranhas 

having smelled fresh meat.”  I think each of us was glad to leave that depressing, 

gloomy place and head to our next destination.  Arriving back in Lubbock, I had to get 

on a Pioneer Airlines plane and fly to Las Vegas, New Mexico ($20.00 for a one-way 

ticket) for my required Geology field class, to which I was three days late.  Since very 

bad weather had kept the class indoors, I hadn’t missed much besides a few card 

games.  We were housed  just outside Las Vegas, New Mexico in dilapidated left over 

World War II Army Air Force barracks previously called Camp Luna in which the lighting 

and plumbing both seemed to have minds of their own and worked or not as some 

unseen force moved them.  The next academic year saw a change in the directorship of 
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the Men’s Glee club.  The new director was Raymond Elliott, a member of the Texas 

Tech music faculty.  His music credentials exceeded those of Dick Richards, but 

although he enlarged the Glee Club to about 42 members, he could never whip up the 

enthusiasm and excitement that Richards had managed and the morale seemed to 

wane. 

 

 

The Texas Tech Men’s Glee Club, 1950-1951. The author is in the back row third from left. 

 

Along with preparations for the Summer tour Mr. Richards was also Musical Director for 

a performance of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Mikado, which was presented under the 

auspices of the Lubbock Music Club.  He recruited some of us from the Texas Tech 

Men’s Glee Club for the Men’s Chorus.  The following year we presented Victor 

Herbert’s Sweethearts.  Obviously, Dick Richards was playing a large part in my first 

couple of years in Lubbock at Tech.  Betty Moxley, that petite dynamo, was stage 

director for both productions.   
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  Program signed by all cast members. 

 

It was in preparing for Mikado that I met Marian.  The first time I heard her sing I was 

carried away.  She had a very large, very beautiful, genuine contralto fach and a wide 

range.  She was also a very big young woman.  She sang the role of Katisha and stole 

the show.  Hers was a natural talent.  She loved to sing, but was untrained.  She and I 

became friends and I often got together with her wherever we could find a piano for 

some thrilling music, although along with some opera arias she tended to favor those 

droopy German lieder things, especially Mahler, at which she excelled.  I thought she 

should be singing in major opera houses and encouraged her to get out of Lubbock, go 

to New York, get a fine singing teacher/répétiteur and in a few years of hard study be on 

the stage of the better opera houses singing Ulrica, Azucena, Amneris or some other 

dramatic contralto role.  Alas, she hadn’t the drive.  In a word, she was lazy and didn’t 

want to put out the effort.  She was content to sing for fun around Lubbock, do her 

menial night proof reading job at the Lubbock Avalanche-Journal, smoke cigarettes and 

sleep the day away.  It was that Spring that she told me about an opening for a second 

night proof reader at the Avalanche-Journal, which resulted in my getting that job. 
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We had been working together about a year when I returned to my dorm room one day 

to find a message asking that I call her father “immediately.”  I knew I had done nothing 

for which to plead forgiveness; nevertheless, it was a nervousness inducing message 

and I tried to put myself into a “forgive me Father for I have sinned” mode, but it was not 

to be necessary.  I guess I had forgotten the acting skills I had perfected in pleading 

forgiveness with my Mother.  Marian’s father was a minister.  His first words put me at 

ease before asking if I “knew Bach.”  I wanted to say “Not personally,” but resisted the 

temptation as I didn’t want to seem too impertinent to my elder.  Since the great master 

had been dead for centuries, as I thought anyone must know, I couldn’t imagine what he 

meant.  Why didn’t he just ask if I could play Bach’s music?   He went on to explain that 

he was to perform a funeral service several days hence and that the family had 

requested (demanded) that all the music be by Bach, music that the church’s regular 

organist couldn’t or wouldn’t play – perhaps she wasn’t available -- but which his 

daughter thought I probably could.  Furthermore, they had given him a list of the music 

to be played by me and sung by his daughter.  He read the list over the telephone and I 

felt comfortable that I could play all of it, though we would have to scurry up the music 

for a couple of the pieces, which we did with the help of Bernice Carnahan at South 

Plains Music Co.  This turned out to be the most bizarre funeral I ever played.  It seems 

a member of the Post Cereal family had come to Texas on a business mission to the 

family’s massive holdings in and around the towns of Post and Close City, southeast of 

Lubbock.  The man Marian and I irreverently came to call “Uncle Harry” had the 

misfortune to die in Post.  Marian and I immediately conjectured about a Post-mortem.  

She and I shared a weird sense of humor.  The man was brought to Lubbock for a first 
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ceremony before being taken back to Michigan for another one and for final disposal of 

the remains.  There was a major problem.  Uncle Harry was a gigantic man, not only in 

height but also in girth.  There was not a casket large or elaborate enough in Lubbock to 

contain him, so one was being brought from Michigan in the baggage car of the private 

train that was also bringing the family mourners.  The pews in the church had to be 

moved aside in order to widen the center aisle to accommodate the casket on its 

impressive bier and the hired pallbearers in their morning coats.  There was no 

congregation present except for in the front pews which were occupied by the family, 

clad in their best Victorian long black dresses, thick black veils, big black hats and 

dripping with diamonds.  All the men were in morning coats.  Even the few children were 

so dressed.  All this was too much for Marian and me.  She sat near me at the organ 

console making the most outrageous and irreverent remarks, sotto voce, of course.  It 

was all I could do to keep what little composure I had and not burst out laughing.  I’m 

sure her father knew what was going on behind his back and that Marian would get a 

talking to once they were home.  I was beyond his jurisdiction.  With the service over 

and when the casket had been hauled out to the waiting black-draped flat-bed truck (the 

elaborately gaudy gigantic casket was too big for the hearse), a black-dressed retainer 

approached Marian and me with black and gold edged envelopes for our services.  He 

bowed and muttered a few words of appreciation for our services, to none of which did I 

paid any attention; then he turned and joined the herd on the way to the train and 

presumably a return to Michigan.  Feeling the thickness of the envelopes we couldn’t 

wait to get away somewhere private to inspect the contents.  What a shock!  Each of us 
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received five – count ‘em – five $100.00 bills.  I had never seen so much money in my 

life.  That was a lot of Post Toasties! 

 

In the fall of 1950 I was approached by Mrs. Carl Scoggin, Bob’s mother.  Her son 

having moved out of state over a year earlier, she had taken me on as a surrogate, 

somewhat against my will.  She was directing the Lubbock Women’s Chorus, a project 

sponsored by the Lubbock Music Club and the Lubbock Chapter of the American Guild 

of Organists.  The Chorus planned a December presentation of The Christ Child, a 

cantata by G. B. Hawley and she wanted me to be “her” organist.  I agreed, though I 

had never heard of that cantata.  We rehearsed and performed in the sanctuary of the 

First Methodist Church downtown on Broadway.  The organ was an old tubby Mőller.  

Later the congregation – still not “united” -- moved into a beautiful new building around 

the corner on Avenue M, which the head minister chose to call The Cathedral of the 

West.  The new church contained a new and finer organ by the same builder – this 

church’s budget was much larger than St John’s.  For the performance of the cantata I 

recall a filled auditorium – Lubbockites were starved for cultural opportunities -- but I 

have lost all memory of what the music was like.  Hawley is a largely forgotten 

composer as is his music.  I don’t remember whether the Women’s Chorus continued to 

perform after that presentation or not, but I do recall that I no longer accompanied them.  

Perhaps the Women’s Chorus disbanded after that one performance, so it may have 

been an ad hoc chorus. 
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The Lubbock Women’s Chorus, the author as organist first row far left, the skinny kid. 
 
 
 
Back on campus my musical involvements continued as I participated in the Marching 

Band, the Goin’ Band From Raider Land.  It was not the most exhilarating experience of 

my life.  The band director was a Falstaffian kind of overgrown adolescent named D. O, 

Wiley.  He insisted on being called “Prof.” Wiley, although he did not qualify for that title.  

The College President or somebody should have called him out on this charade.  He 

was long on political pull among his fellow band masters around the state, but short on 

musicianship.  The assistant band director was Joe Haddon a man just the reverse of 

Wiley.  Haddon was a musician’s musician without the political urges.  “Prof.” Wiley was 

thrilled to have another bassoon player in the band.  That made two of us.  Where he 

and I came up against each other was that he insisted I play the bassoon when 

marching on the football field.  Any musician in his right mind knows that all that 

tromping around on uneven ground renders it nearly impossible to play a double reed 

instrument with any degree of success, though an oboe is somewhat easier to play than 

a bassoon.  In other marching bands the directors had the good sense to ask me to play 
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a clarinet instead of the bassoon, realizing that the bassoon sound contributed nothing 

to Souza’s music.  But “Prof.” Wiley thought the bassoon “looked good” on the football 

field, so the two of us strutted around carrying our instruments as if we were playing 

them.  Other than “football game” music, Wiley was severely deficient in repertoire and 

when the band gave concert performances there was little else programmed and 

nothing of great interest. 

 

Gene Hemmle, Head of the Music Department, was busy flitting around the campus 

preparing to move his operations out of those drafty old army barracks buildings and 

into a permanent Music Building which opened for the Fall Semester 1951.  Mr. 

Hemmle fawned over the music students, doing his best to make the young department 

a success.  He was overjoyed with my participation in musical activities; however, when 

he learned that I was not majoring in music I became a nonentity in his eyes. 

 

One might think I was too involved in extracurricular activities to keep up my classwork.  

Not so.  I made the College Honor Roll and I have the newspaper clippings to prove it 

along with clippings of some of the musical involvements mentioned above. 
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  Here’s one clipping. 
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SO MANY BOOKS 

I know how busy you are in your library, which is your Paradise. 

-- Desiderius Erasmus 

Shut not your doors to me proud libraries. 

        -- Walt Whitman 

 

Any respectable dictionary of the English language contains page after page of words 

which have multiple meanings. Some, if not many of which, are ambiguous, vague, 

obscure, inappropriate or misleading, at least in common usage.  Though not the only 

one, there is a word in the dictionary that is not ambiguous, obscure, inappropriate or 

misleading.  There is no vagueness about what is intended by its use.  It is a word that 

needs no qualifying adjective.  It needs no explanation.  Everyone knows what it means. 

It is a bold word, a word which Carl Sandburg might have described as having “broad 

shoulders.”  It is a word that requires no apology.  That word is . . . Library!   

 

While some misguided minds might stoop to calling a book depository a 

“Communication Center” or by some other seemingly politically correct term according 

to the fad of the day or by a more modernized pseudo-name, the fact remains that Juliet 

knew what William Shakespeare was talking about when he had her say:  
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What’s in a name? that which we call a rose 

By any other name would smell as sweet. 

A Library called by any other name is still a Library – nothing more and nothing less -- 

and its aroma of paper and ink is unaffected by calling it something else, though 

describing the smell as “sweet” might need some work.  Leave it to Gertrude Stein in 

Sacred Emily to have the last word in the law of identity:  A rose is a rose is a rose.  

Perhaps, too, a library is a library is a library.  The ancient Alexandrians understood this 

long before either did Shakespeare, Erasmus, Whitman or Stein. 

 

The mission of a library is not to be a morgue.  Nor is it a museum for books.  Its 

mission is to marry the ideas and information contained in its collections with the reader, 

the researcher and anyone who cares to learn, be amused or be entertained. Think of a 

library as a Fort Knox of knowledge and information.  Unlike the gold depository a 

library invites everyone to partake of its offerings of knowledge, which can never be 

depleted or expended.  A book can be used repeatedly by many different users and it 

never loses its message.  Milton understood this all too well when he wrote in 

Areopagitica, published in 1644, “. . . books are not absolutely dead things, but do 

contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul whose progeny they are; 

nay, they do preserve as in a vial the purest efficacy an extraction of that living intellect 

that bred them.”  This was in support of his opposition to licensing and censorship. 
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The repository will contain many traditionally bound volumes in its delivery system along 

with many other types of materials as it did when I was young.  Today, bound books are 

augmented and supplemented by knowledge and information available in electronic 

form accessed by computer, smart phone or some other hand-held electronic fad device 

of the moment.  Cloud technology is another way of housing books that is yet to catch 

on but may soon.  Only the style of inventory is different.  Libraries still have book 

stacks, though one is as likely also to find vast laboratories of computer terminals, 

printers and scanners.  It is still possible to check out books, but it is just as possible to 

download information to flash drives, which weigh a lot less than a stack of books which 

have to be lugged back to a dorm room, though toting around a weighty laptop 

computer often fails to lessen the load by much.  The one thing that has disappeared 

from the libraries of today is a glum librarian warning too-noisy patrons with an 

incessant shush!  Users of libraries, accustomed to multitasking with television noise in 

the background or ear buds playing music in their ears, no longer demand absolute 

silence in order to comprehend what they may or may not be reading or writing, or so 

they think.  Of course, anything can be taken too far.  Technology has changed the 

warehousing and delivery systems of libraries, but I am yet to be convinced that these 

changes have produced smarter, more intelligent or more productive students.  It just 

changes how they go about their study and learning tasks.  Not to be overlooked is the 

reality that those in charge, looking for some sort of honor, recognition, promotion or 

justification for their positions, change the delivery system for what they assume to be 

for the better – plus ça change! 
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When I arrived on the Texas Tech campus the Library was housed in a building at the 

northwest corner of Memorial Circle. Yes, I know that circles don’t have corners; but, 

work with me on this; pretend that they do.  The Library Building was architecturally 

compatible with the Administration Building but was less obtrusive, as were other 

permanent buildings on the campus.  The English Department occupied the basement 

of that building; the remainder of the facility was taken up by the Library itself.  Entering 

the building through the east end’s main entrance a short stairway took one up to the 

Library or down to the English Department.  Emerging into the Library proper the first 

encounter was with the imposing card catalogue, the student’s friend in need, which 

held the keys to the kingdom of knowledge contained just beyond.  Behind this beautiful 

piece of polished oak were the open stacks and study tables. 

 

I do not know how many volumes were contained in the Library and I suppose I didn’t 

care.  What concerned me most was whether or not the book I was looking for was 

there and available.  Occasionally a book I needed would be checked out and I was put 

on a waiting list and notified when it had been returned and available to me.  Another bit 

of datum unknown to me was the amount of the Library’s acquisition budget.  It was not 

appropriate for students to be concerned with such figures.  Of one thing I am certain; 

the amount was never enough.  The first word a fledgling librarian learns to speak, 

probably from exposure to Dickens, could well be “More.”  Following World War II with 

the closure or downgrading of many military installations around the country, the base 

libraries were either closed or drastically reduced in size.  The books from the base 

libraries were crated indiscriminately and offered for sale at give-away prices.  Colleges 
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and universities among others received crate after crate of these surplus books to 

augment their collections and stretch acquisitions budgets.  Texas Tech was no 

exception.  I can imagine the disappointment when the crates were opened and 

unpacked.  Many of the books were unwanted or were not appropriate for higher 

education libraries.  I don’t mean those books contained lewd or otherwise unsavory 

material.  It was just that those books had no relevance to the curriculum.  In retrospect 

I suspect many might have had minimal value as “recreational reading,” but I will never 

know.  At the Texas Tech Library a table was set up on the back side of the card 

catalogue on which unwanted books were available to anyone for the taking.  My 

Mother had purchased one crate of Army surplus books, its contents rather a 

disappointment except for two that I kept for many years, one of which was A Tale of 

Two Cities by Charles Dickens.  It had the appearance of little use and I amused myself 

with mental pictures of Army drill sergeants, fresh from the parade grounds propped up 

on their cots at night speculating on the irony of “It was the best of times . . .” Even in 

those days I had a warped sense of humor.  The Dickens was donated to the Texas 

Tech Library a few years ago.  The other volume, still in my personal library, is Plots of 

the Operas, edited by Oscar Thompson.  It is rubber stamped “Library No. 1, Service 

Club Library, Camp Howze, Texas” which was near Gainesville in Cooke County.  It, 

too, had seen little use.  In fact according to the checkout card, it was checked out only 

once and was due to be returned on “Dec 29 1944.”  I suppose those Army boys were 

more interested in pursuing a real live Carmencita than reading about an operatic one.  

Bizet would not have been amused. 
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     Checked out only once. 

 

The Texas Tech Library kept regular hours, but was not open 24 hours a day, 7 days a 

week.  There was insufficient staff to do so.  Furthermore, student and faculty demand 

did not necessitate expanded hours.  Faculty went home when their work days were 

over in the afternoon.  Students kept to dormitory hours, since there was little in the way 

of Lubbock night life to attract them.  The Librarian was Mr. Ray Janeway and the 

Assistant Librarian was Mr. James Platz.  The support staff was composed of a few 

ladies who did most of the behind-the-scenes work of processing orders and new 

acquisitions, repairing damaged books, processing the card catalogue entries and other 

activities which kept the Library operating at maximum efficiency.  This left Mr. Janeway 

and Mr. Platz available to roam the floor of the Library to work with students, assisting 

us in finding what we needed, answering questions, and in general facilitating the 

learning process.  When I became a graduate student, Mr. Platz was always there to 

help me with the cumbersome British Museum Index and whatever inter-library loan 

books I needed.  There was a Library Club composed of mostly female students who 

did voluntary work in the Library during their off-class hours.  When anyone finished with 

a book it was to be left on a certain table to be re-shelved, which was done by members 

of the Library Club.  They were also available to run errands, do deliveries and anything 
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else assigned to them by Mr. Janeway or Mr. Platz.  That Library building has since 

been replaced with a much larger one with more bells and whistles, though its mission 

remains unchanged and its annual operating budget would make that of my day look 

like pocket change.  Mr. Janeway could never have imagined today’s Library budget.  

Did he see in the future what today’s Library might be like?  I’ll never know, but having 

known many librarians I suppose hope was always present. 

 

First impressions of Mr. Janeway and Mr. Platz could be misleading.  While they both 

seemed rather droll, humorless and all-business, I found out there were hidden features 

that only materialized in rare circumstances.  I was the victim of one of these.  Dr. Strout 

had prepared me well as I began my graduate studies.  One to which he paid a great 

deal of attention to was research methodology.  Among other things this involved 

showing me how to find certain books or other materials that would be useful to me.  He 

explained that the Texas Tech Library might not – probably not – have a volume I 

needed, but which could be secured through something called interlibrary loan.  I could 

consult Mr. Janeway or Mr. Platz and they would assist me in processing the request 

form, conveying the book in question to me when it arrived some time later and return it 

to the originating library when my time was up.  For this I was to pay a very small fee, 

though in fact Dr. Strout usually paid it for me before I was to receive a bill.  It seems he 

had an “understanding” with the library on these matters. 

 

At one time Dr. Strout gave me the title of a book he thought would be useful to me and 

suggested it was available from Mudie’s Postal Library, London.  This caused me no 
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concern since most of the resources I would use would be either in Edinburgh or 

London and perhaps a few of the larger and more prestigious libraries in the United 

States.  The small library at the 26-year-old College in the wilds of South Plains Texas 

did not qualify.  I gave the information to Mr. Platz and filled out the inter-library loan 

form.  Later I learned that he never processed the form, since he was “in” on the joke. 

Incidentally, I still have several copies of that old interlibrary loan form in a file entitled 

“Thesis Residue.” 

 

Two weeks or so later Mr. Platz informed me that the book was not available since the 

Mudie’s Postal Library had gone out of business – 40 years earlier!  Seeing my 

discomposure he couldn’t contain himself any longer and broke out in laughter, telling 

me I had been victimized by one of Dr. Strout’s running jokes on his graduate students 

in an attempt to keep the librarians “on our toes.”  He went on to say that Dr. Strout was 

an authority not only on the various library services of Charles Edward Mudie but also 

on the entire Mudie clan.   

 

At my next meeting with Dr. Strout I told him I had been unable to secure the volume in 

question and wondered what my next step should be.  I did this in my “sober as a judge” 

mode.  He looked at me with those penetrating eyes and asked: “What did Jim tell you?”  

I had to confess what I had been told.  Dr. Strout sniggered and said something to the 

effect that he was glad “they” were doing a good job.  He stood, took down a blue book 

from a shelf above his desk, unscrewed the cap from his fountain pen and inscribed the 

book “To George T. Prigmore with kind regards  A. L. Strout May 15, 1951”.  The book 
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was Things in General by Robert Mudie in which Dr. Strout had written the (very long) 

introduction.  Robert Mudie was an ancestor of the operator of the library services.  The 

book was originally published in 1824 and was reissued in 1939, though why is beyond 

me.  Perhaps one day, probably not, I will read the book beyond the first few pages that 

failed to capture my attention.  In spite of my lack of interest in Robert Mudie’s book I 

still treasure the gift.  Then again perhaps giving it to me was just Dr. Strout’s way of 

getting rid of some of the books that nobody wanted.  A glance at the bookcase showed 

more copies of that book. 

 

Things in General by Robert Mudie with inscription to the author. 

 

Furnishings in the Texas Tech Library were rather hit and miss.  Some tables and chairs 

in the reading area were manufactured for the purposes intended.  The same was true 

of bookcases, though they were considerably augmented with World War II surplus 

shelving.  Olive drab war surplus metal desks and filing cabinets furnished out not only 

the Library but also most of the office areas around the campus.  Chairs, often 

mismatched, were from a variety of sources.  Classrooms were similarly outfitted.  It 
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didn’t seem to matter to most of us that nothing matched.  Learning can take place in 

any environment regardless of the décor.  Aristotle’s Academy didn’t concern itself with 

furniture.  No, I can’t verify this from first hand observance, but neither can it be 

contradicted by anyone who was there in that Grecian grove. 

 

Students were encouraged to use the Library’s collections, but to do so with care.  

Obviously, repeated use could not help but cause wear and tear, which was addressed 

by a staff person hidden away somewhere in the building hovering over pots of glue and 

repair materials.  She was the one who hand-painted the Dewey Decimal numbers on 

the spines of newly acquired books and pasted inside the front cover the envelope into 

which the check-out card would be inserted by a clerk at the Army surplus check-out 

desk.  Since we were urged to use the books, I left as many finger prints on as many 

books as I could.  Years later in an official capacity I visited an elementary public school 

undergoing consolidation with another school, its library being disbanded.  Startled to 

find all the books neatly encased in anonymous brown wrapping paper and properly 

aligned in oak book cases behind locked glass-paneled doors, I inquired about the 

practice and was told by the librarian that it was to prevent “the little urchins from getting 

their dirty hands on the books.”  Mr. Janeway would not have been amused and neither 

was I.  This woman was not a “Librarian” in the best definition of the word; she was a 

book keeper! 

 

The Texas Tech Library had a modest collection of academic journals, contemporary 

magazines and a few newspapers.  Besides the local newspaper the Library subscribed 
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to the Dallas Morning News, the New York Times and the Austin American Statesman, 

at least those are the ones I remember.  The Lubbock paper, the Lubbock Avalanche-

Journal, was available the same day.  All other Texas papers did not reach the Library 

until the day after publication date.  It usually took four, five days or more for the New 

York City paper to become available.  The newspapers hung in a rack, having been 

stabbed up their gutters on long wooden poles.  This did not make for easy reading, but 

it was better than nothing.  Today, I can read those same newspapers and more 

besides on my computer, smart phone and iPod Touch.  I have yet to acquire an iPad, 

which seems to me to be hardly more than an iPod Touch on steroids. 

 

At the beginning of each fall semester the College held Orientation for entering 

freshmen and other new students, including me.  One segment was a presentation by 

Mr. Janeway and Mr. Platz on Library policy and how to use the Library.  They covered 

such procedures as how to check out books, how long they could be kept, the penalty 

for not returning them on time (severe – grades would be held up until books were 

returned or compensated), the meaning of Reserve, the types of services provided by 

the librarians and staff, the hours of operation and many other important facts about the 

Library.  Perhaps the most important message emerging from this session was that the 

Library was the student’s best friend and most significant asset for insuring academic 

success.  Any good librarian worth his or her salt would subscribe to this position that 

the library is the crown jewel of the campus.  Of course, some of the faculty members 

might have thought otherwise, but few of them ever attended these orientation sessions, 

so the secret was not out.   
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Mr. Janeway and Mr. Platz seemed to know all the students by name, at least all the 

students who frequented the Library.  Students who did not find their way to the Library 

were most likely the same ones who did their best to maximize the number of class 

absences and their names were not on the roster of students the following year.  A 

special orientation session was offered for students entering graduate study.  Focus 

was placed on research techniques and materials that might be helpful.  For example, 

Mr. Platz grouped us by subject area and he structured his presentation accordingly.  

When I had been admitted to the Graduate School and the Department of English for 

graduate study, I was grouped with other English majors for graduate orientation 

purposes.  There were not many of us.  I found Mr. Platz’s presentation very helpful. 

 

It was not unusual to find almost every seat in the Library occupied at almost any given 

time, mostly by students.  However, there was always a liberal sprinkling of faculty 

members about, some reading newspapers and magazines, some preparing their class 

notes, some doing research for publications and some just amusing themselves in a 

book.  The cramped faculty offices were extremely limited and most of them were 

shared by several professors.  Not surprisingly it was well known among the students 

that certain professors could always be found in the Library when they were not in class, 

preferring the Library to their uncomfortable offices, especially if they shared a desk.   

 

I was not a stranger to libraries in general, having grown up with a small collection of 

books at home and the libraries in grade school, junior high and high school.  I had 

possessed a card for the local public libraries from the earliest age allowed.  The Texas 
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Tech Library was my haven from class.  Between classes I had no need to return to the 

dorm.  I went to the Library to do whatever needed doing or just to amuse myself.  It 

was never a waste of my time.  Even when there was no class preparation to be tended 

to I found it rewarding to browse the stacks looking for some discovery.  Sometimes it 

was an entire book; sometimes it was a chapter or single page of ideas that piqued my 

interest and provided excitement.  It was as thrilling as finding the prize chocolate egg 

on the hunt at Easter!  Of the many lessons I learned from the Texas Tech Library 

which still excites me, I would pick literary research as the most rewarding.  I learned to 

love literary detective work.  This is no surprise, since all my life I have been curious 

about all unknown things.  But, to suggest that the Library was my Paradise, as 

Erasmus would have it, might seem to be going a bit too far, though I suspect that 

Erasmus used that word Paradise in its original meaning of “park” or “garden.”  If so, the 

Library was where I “parked” myself. 

 

The sad thing about my undergraduate and graduate days in the Texas Tech Library is 

that I took it for granted never stopping to remember that it was through the generosity 

of the Texas taxpayer and the College’s priority in establishing a Library that I had this 

opportunity.  Without access to the Library my education and personal growth would 

have suffered significantly.  I have tried to imagine what my personal and professional 

life might have been like had the Library not existed for me.  The conclusion I came to 

was not pleasant.  Further, I regret that I was too into myself and what I was doing to 

express my gratitude to Mr. Janeway, Mr. Platz and the various staff members for all the 

generous assistance they provided me and all the knowledge they shared.  I have 
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conveniently or regretfully forgotten the names and faces of many of my past 

professors, but the remembrance of Mr. Janeway and Mr. Platz will remain with me 

forever.   And I still recall that building and what it meant in terms of my education and 

maturation.  Eventually vacated by both the Library and the Department of English, the 

building is now inhabited by the Department of Mathematical Sciences, a worthy 

academic pursuit, but for me lacking in the breadth and universals of the Library.  I hope 

the left-over spirits of the old Library still lurk about that building to inspire its present 

occupants.  Bogles do not take well to moving vans. 

 

Many years later after I had left my student years behind, I remembered those days in 

the old Library and what it meant to me, which prompted a gift to the new Library of old 

and rare books I had inherited from my family.  Mr. Janeway would have thought this an 

appropriate way of saying thanks.  Considering the vastness of his contributions to the 

educational achievements of many, many students, later I would wonder why Mr. 

Janeway was not remembered by naming the Library in his honor, which I thought much 

more deserving than naming a building for Curry Holden who contributed far less to 

fewer students, though I suppose all those Mexican Indian artifacts were somehow 

deserving of recognition. 
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ACTIVITIES 

CLUB – An assembly of good fellows, meeting under certain conditions. 

--Dictionary 

 

I had come to Texas Tech as a Senior student.  I had been a member of a national 

fraternity at my previous universities.  I was full of myself and saw no reason to get 

more than minimally involved in the various clubs and social organizations available on 

campus. Texas Tech did not have nationally recognized fraternities or sororities 

although there was talk about possibly affiliating when the College allowed it.  That 

would happen a few years later at a time too late for me.  There were various local 

social clubs for boys/men and girls/women, each with somewhat curious names.  I had 

no interest in any of them, though a spirit group that called itself Saddle Tramps had a 

certain appealing charm about it.  I had no spare time for much more than classes and 

my various jobs.  Plus, I had never sat a saddle in my life and had no interest in starting 

now.  Then I learned that membership in that organization did not require any 

experience with actual saddles or the horses on which the saddles normally resided. 

 

There was a small group of good friends in the dorm who occasionally indulged 

themselves in a bit of libation by way of a brief trip to the nearest “wet” area, Lubbock 

and the surrounding area being “dry” at the time.  The closest place one could imbibe 
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and purchase a bit of booze was a bar in a wide place in the rural road barely across 

the Texas state line in New Mexico.   It was/is called Bronco.  Fortunately, one of the 

guys owned a car, a black Ford convertible – his parents were very prosperous cotton 

farmers near Levelland.  The small bunch of buddies, including me, made a “rum run” to 

Bronco a few times each semester, each making a contribution to a fund for gas money.  

We coalesced into what one might call a clique.  We even found a name for our group 

and gave it a Greek letter name for the initial letters of the title.  I have forgotten what 

that was and it’s just as well.  It didn’t mean anything except to us and anyway we did 

our best to keep our little group a secret.  Having alcohol in a dorm room was an 

expellable offense.  During one of the trips to Bronco it was decided that we needed an 

official song, something like an anthem.  Somehow song and drink seem to go together 

or have you forgotten that the national anthem of the United States of America was 

originally an old English drinking song?  A tune was decided on and each of us was 

assigned the task of writing a verse and the chorus – sounds somewhat like a hymn, 

doesn’t it, but it wasn’t.  We were rather proud of what came of this venture, though we 

were the only ones to be so since we only sang it among ourselves.  The person who 

was assigned to write the chorus got the easiest job.  The rest of us had to come up 

with six-line verses.  We had drawn lots to see who got which verse or chorus.  Here is 

the result: 

 

MANY MORE YEARS TO GO 

I came to Tech nine years ago. 

But I ain’t through yet. 
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Guess I’m mighty slow. 

Started out as an engineer, 

All I learned to do was to open beer, 

So I stayed drunk for a whole durn year. 

Chorus: 

          Got many more years to go, 

          Ouw, Ouw, Ouw, 

          Many more years to go. 

I had a gal, we really had a time, 

Till the Dean of Women, 

Made her toe the line. 

She said Buffalo Lakes was no place to stay 

And the Supper Club was too risqué 

And they never do that in Californ-i-aye. 

Chorus 

I thought I’d pledge a social club, 

But when I did,  

I flubbed my dub. 

All I became was a sociality, 
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Slept all day and partied all night. 

It was two whole years before I saw daylight. 

Chorus 

I moved into Mozelle’s motel, 

Thought it would be Heaven, 

But it turned out Hell. 

I paid twenty-five dollars for scratching a chair, 

Twenty-five more just for wear and tear, 

And another fifteen cause I breathed some air. 

Chorus 

I thought I’d change to Business Ad, 

Took thirteen hours. 

It was all they had. 

I never cracked a book, slept through every class, 

Had only fifty-eight cuts, but I still didn’t pass. 

Chorus 

 

Well, there it is.  Can you guess which verse I wrote?  It was the next to last one.  It was 

not based on personal experience, but on lore of the campus.  I have enough good 

taste not to name the other authors of these verses.  Some may no longer be with us.  
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Some might disapprove of being identified.  And none has given me permission to credit 

them.  If any of these people who were then boys to me read this, I suspect a sly smile 

will creep across their faces in remembrance of those joyful days long ago.  They might 

even hum a few bars of the tune and wish for old times. 
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ATHLETICS 

An athlete was always a man that was not sthrong enough f’r wurruk. 

Fractions dhruv him fr’m school an’ th’ vagrancy laws dhruv him to baseball. 

--Finley Dunne 

 

I suppose I should pull out all of the longest words in my vocabulary and the dictionary 

for this essay in order to lengthen it as much as possible.  It will still be short, properly 

putting athletics at Texas Technological College in its proper place as the 20th century 

reached its mid-point.  Remembering Dr. Strout’s admonitions I will resist that 

temptation and simply say that at that time athletics at the College was considered little 

more than an extracurricular activity. 

 

Right off I should state that I was not an athlete during my years at Texas Tech or at 

any other time for that matter.  I was taking 20-21 credit hours of classwork (lecture and 

lab) each semester, working my organist jobs at churches and my night job at the 

Lubbock Avalanche-Journal.  I did have a bit of time for participating in the Men’s Glee 

Club and in the Red Raider Marching Band.  Anyway, I was not physically built for most 

athletics, though I was a better than average tennis player which I enjoyed when time 

permitted.  My opponents thought I was master of the net position.  What they never 
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guessed was that I preferred playing the net since my backhand was unreliable in the 

backcourt. 

 

Texas Tech was a member of the Border Intercollegiate Athletic Association, usually 

called the Border Conference.  Tech was very successful during its tenure in the 

Association.  All the members were either from Texas, New Mexico or Arizona.  The 

other members besides Texas Tech were the University of Arizona, Arizona State 

Teachers College at Flagstaff, Arizona State Teachers College at Tempe, the University 

of New Mexico, New Mexico A&M College, Texas College of Mines, Hardin-Simmons 

College and West Texas Teachers College.  Looking at this group with a 21st century 

eye one can only say that it was a motley bunch.  Three of the institutions have gone on 

to bigger and better athletic success as members of more prestigious affiliations.  The 

other six still languish in more or less athletic obscurity.  It took Texas Tech a few years 

of begging, pleading, cajoling and using other means you don’t want to know about to 

gain entrance into the Southwest Conference before it merged into the Big 12.  Though 

having only 10 members it is still called that by those who are arithmetically challenged.  

They are in good company since there is another athletic union called the “Pac 10” 

which consists of 12 institutions.  And then there is the “Big 10” and its 12 members.  

With so many obtuse people running athletics programs, counting seems to have 

become a lost art except on the score board, though there are those who might suggest 

that this confirms what some think of as the disparity between athletics and intelligence. 
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Texas Tech fielded teams in a variety of sports ranging from football, the most popular, 

to fencing, the least so.  Facilities were reasonably adequate at best.  The football 

stadium was somewhere to the north of the academic buildings, a wind-swept pasture 

with bleachers.  It would take several major construction projects, digging out a lot of 

dirt, pouring a lot of concrete and many millions of dollars to make it into the beautiful, 

luxurious facility it is today.  Arenas for the other sports were hit or miss, but it really 

didn’t matter much since attendance at their events could usually be counted on a few 

fingers and toes. 

 

All of the participants who called themselves athletes were white men.  Texas Tech 

girls/women were in training to be ladies and ladies were not athletes.  Of course there 

were female athletes in the country in those days in swimming, tennis and golf, for 

example, though colleges and universities did not field female teams.  A female athlete 

invited suspicion regarding her inclination or behavior, subjects not appropriate in polite 

conversation.  Certainly, she was not a lady.  Years later the federal government would 

mandate that athletics be offered for females in a somewhat equal way, therefore 

presumably rendering them no longer ladies.  Obviously, the feds didn’t have anything 

better to do.  They still labor under the misguided impression that all of us are equal.  So 

far football has remained a sport for men, even though I recall one university team a few 

years back that suited-up a girl as a member of its football squad, a field goal kicker no 

less.  She was not very good and never tried out for the Dallas Cowboys.  Perhaps the 

lack of a rap sheet killed any interest the owner of the Cowboys might have had in her.  

I’m a Cowboys fan, so don’t condemn me for that observation, true as it seems to be. 
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Though rather haphazardly organized there were intramural games for both men and 

women, not to be confused with athletics.  These games were more in the nature of 

recreation or physical training.  One might even describe these events as pick-up 

games. 

 

I attended the home football games, tromping around the pasture as a member of the 

marching band.  I would have attended anyway, since any boy growing up in Texas 

loves football.  I played tennis now and then with a member or two of the tennis team, 

guys who looked upon their membership on the tennis squad as something more like 

extracurricular recreation than as a job.  Like most of the members of other athletic 

teams they were not paid to participate.  Athletes were just students who played their 

chosen sport just as some students followed other pursuits when not in class.  Many 

even had wage-paying jobs in town, since we were responsible for paying tuition, board 

and room and for buying our books.  Scholarships, the genuine kind based on academic 

qualifications, were scarce and financial aid (other than the GI Bill for military veterans) 

was unheard of.  (Rats!  I dangled another participle!  The grammar gods will just have 

to forgive me.  There is another one or two, maybe three, somewhere else in this 

manuscript which I did not acknowledge.  Did you find them?) 

 

I suppose this is as good a time as any to move on to something more significant.  I 

know there are those who will condemn me for not according more space in this volume 

to Texas Tech athletics at mid-20th century, but justice is a matter of opinion and I am 
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entitled to mine.  Furthermore, I am not one to smear a thick veneer of treacle where it 

is not deserved. 
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THE FUTURE 

Till the Future dares 

Forget the Past, his fate and fame shall be 

An echo and a light unto eternity! 

   -- Shelley 

 

We learn from the past; we prepare for the future.  Mark Twain observed that “all you 

need in this life is ignorance and confidence; then success is sure.”  I must have 

matched these qualities since I came into this life filled with Twain’s ignorance, but with 

the curiosity and determination that I would not remain so. 

 

Perhaps it is best said about life, its youth and learning, what is poetically and eternally 

captured in that most memorable collegiate hymn, Gaudeamus Igitur: 

 

Gaudeamus igitur     Let us rejoice therefore 

Juvenes dum sumus    While we are young. 

Post jucundum juventutem    After a pleasant youth 

Post molestam senectutem   After a troublesome old age 

Nos habebit humus.     The earth will have us. 
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Ubi sunt qui ante nos    Where are they 

In mundo fuere?     Who were in the world before us? 

Vadite ad superos     You may cross over to heaven 

Transite in inferos     You may go to hell 

Hos si vis videre.     If you wish to see them. 

 

Vita nostra brevis est    Our life is brief 

Brevi finietur.      It will be finished shortly. 

Venit mors velociter     Death comes quickly 

Rapit nos atrociter     Atrociously, it snatches us away. 

Nemini parcetur.     No one is spared. 

 

Vivat academia     Long live the academy! 

Vivant professors     Long live the teachers! 

Vivat membrum quodlibet    Long live each male student! 

Vivat membra quaelibet    Long live each female student! 

Semper sint in flore.     May they always flourish! 
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Vivant omnes virgins    Long live all maidens 

Faciles, formosae.     Easy and beautiful! 

Vivant et mulieres     Long live mature women also, 

Tenerae amabiles     Tender and loveable 

Bonae laboriosae.     And full of good labor. 

 

Vivant et republica     Long live the State 

Et qui illam regit.     And the One who rules it! 

Vivat nostra civitas,     Long live our City 

Maecenatum caritas    And the charity of benefactors 

Quae nos nic protegit.    Which protects us here! 

Pereat tristitia,     Let sadness perish! 

Pereant osores.     Let haters perish! 

Pereat diabolus,     Let the devil perish! 

Quivis antiburschius     Let whoever is against our school 

Atque irrisores.     Who laughs at it, perish! 

 

(vers. C. W. Kindeleben 1781)   (trans. R. Masciantonio) 
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As one of the youngest major institutions of higher education in the country – some 

might even suggest it was a minor institution of higher education -- there were those in 

the Texas Technological College faculty, in the administration, among the student body 

and in Lubbock who had what some would say were unrealistic hopes for Tech’s future 

beyond being a small cow college with nowhere else to go.  Those with vision looked to 

the challenge that was provided by the University of Texas and took heart.  The same 

was true for Texas Agricultural & Mechanical College, still smarting from its long running 

battle for independence.  TTC never had that problem.  Nobody wanted it anyway.  

Those visionary Tech supporters went to battle to create a university to rival UT.  It took 

a long time to build the breadth of programs and services it needed to become real 

competition in the state and to some degree the push continues unabated. 
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NAME CHANGE 

How excellent is thy name in all the earth. 

-- Psalms VIII, 9 

 

If you want to start an argument, suggest some kind of change.  There will be those 

who endorse change for change’s sake, some who endorse the specifics of the 

proposed change and those who resist change of any kind out of sheer apathy.  So 

it was when the suggestion arose regarding a possible change in the name of Texas 

Technological College. 

 

The first question to be asked is “Why do we need to change the name of the 

College?”  To some people there was no satisfactory answer and they would never 

accept any justification.  To others the answer was obvious: the current name was 

somewhat cumbersome and with the expansion of programs, both laterally and 

vertically, the name of college no longer accurately portrayed the institution and its 

mission.  Traditionally, the words “college” and “university” convey different 

meanings and the institution known as Texas Technological College was moving 

quickly from the former to the latter. 
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Texas Technological College was growing in many ways – enrollment, facilities, 

academic programs, prestige, honors and recognition – and some people thought 

the name was holding the institution back, which in my opinion it was. Momentum 

was getting under way during my years there to argue for a more appropriate name.  

As might have been expected, almost everyone weighed in on the question, pro or 

con, and each advanced cogent arguments in support of his position.  Coupled with 

each position in favor of a name change was suggested a possible new name.  A 

long list of suggestions surfaced, some realistic and possible, most idiotic, provincial 

and dead on arrival.  Some names I recall were Texas Technological University, 

University of Lubbock, Caprock University, University of the South Plains, etc. The 

only consensus was that the new name must contain the word University and should 

contain no 5-syllable word other than the word University, a word required in the new 

name because it carried the aura of prestige and more accurately identified what the 

institution had become.  It was no longer a College. I suppose it was thought that 

two consecutive polysyllables was more than most people could handle.  Ultimately, 

the name Texas Tech University resolved the dilemma, though not without a great 

deal of protracted debate and much legislative arm twisting. 

 

As I recall no one seemed to be concerned about the words Tech or Technological, 

except for the number of syllables in the latter.  In seeking a new name for the 

College they might have questioned the name in terms of the overall mission of the 

institution.  Tech and Technological have overriding implications for a curriculum, 

which in the minds of many people, especially prospective students, could be an 
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attractant or a deterrent.  I believe it is unfortunate that in choosing a new name they 

did not find one that is more encompassing of the entire university curricula, more 

original and unique.  Alas, the alumni were so myopic as to be fixated on Texas 

Tech and unable to see beyond the provincial implications of that term.  Thus, the 

College was to become a copy-cat of similarly named higher education institutions in 

several other states. 

 

Is the new name an improvement?  Certainly calling the institution a university is 

more descriptive of what it is, what it does and how it does it, and I am sure it takes 

a higher place among other institutions of higher education as a result, though it 

maintains its stature on the basis of academic integrity and not on name alone.  

There are those who would argue that an institution’s recognition rests on the 

success of its football team; but, what do they know. 
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I BLAME TEXAS TECH 

A man who is ungrateful is sometimes 

less to blame for it than his benefactor. 

        --la Rochefoucauld 

 

All will be revealed in due time.  Just be patient and read on.  Remember the picture 

puzzle?  Life is like a picture puzzle, at least mine has been.  You get a box full of 

mismatched, oddly shaped pieces and on the cover of the box is a picture of what 

emerges if you have fitted all the pieces together correctly.  Except that life’s box of 

pieces does not have a picture on the baby’s birth certificate, so you never know 

what your life will look like until most of the pieces have been put in place.  As Lord 

Byron put it “Man is made up of bits and oddities.”  The picture of a life emerges 

slowly through the early years until it finally is somewhat recognizable, at least to 

others.  Sometimes, the act of getting to know your self takes longer.  Unfortunate 

indeed is the person who never comes to this recognition. 

 

During the early years of life the little person picks up a skill here and a bit of 

knowledge there and slowly fits the pieces together somehow, though no picture has 

emerged . . . yet.  Remember the tail of assumptions?  This process continues until 

sometime around the end of the second decade or so of life something has 
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developed into what likely will look like a life with its interests, devotions, dedications 

and pursuits.  It’s an emerging picture!  Throughout the remainder of the person’s 

years random pieces are fitted together from time to time continuing to paint the 

picture, though it is rarely completed unless one stops learning and stops acquiring 

skills, something that should not happen.  Atrophy should never be a goal in life; in 

fact the goal of life should be to insure that atrophy never occurs.  The picture of my 

life began emerging for me during my years at Texas Tech.  That’s when I began to 

realize what it would look like.  How did Texas Tech contribute to this conclusion?  It 

started with the curriculum, some components of which I brought with me from other 

universities, but they could just as well have been entirely taken at the Lubbock 

College. 

 

In 1918 the Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education (CRSE) 

issued a document called the Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education.  Its focus 

was to determine the objectives for secondary education and to identify the subjects 

to be taught to the students to achieve those objectives.  In sum the objectives 

addressed such things as “writing, reading, oral and written expression, math, 

health, civics, science and ethics”.  Does any institution teach ethics anymore?  Or 

civics?  The answer to that question is obvious from reading any daily newspaper.  

Colleges and universities paid attention to this seminal document as well as did 

secondary schools, often confirming what they already knew and were already 

requiring of their students.  Undoubtedly, Texas Tech’s first president, Paul Horn, 

was familiar with this document when he guided the new faculty in designing the 
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College’s curriculum.  He was not the only college and university chief executive to 

pay attention of the Cardinal Principals. 

 

What emerged at the college and university level from the work of the CRSE was a 

lower level (freshman and sophomore) required curriculum that could be loosely 

described as “the liberal arts component.”  Specialization by way of major and minor 

discipline concentrations would take place during the junior and senior years.  But 

every student was subjected to the liberating arts.  I had transferred credits to satisfy 

Texas Tech’s liberal arts degree requirements. 

 

In the midst of World War II President Conant of Harvard headed a commission 

which produced a report entitled General Education in a Free Society, nicknamed 

the “Redbook.”  It recommended a program of liberal education for students at both 

the secondary level and higher education, calling for required class work in the 

humanities, the sciences and the social sciences.  This report, meant to prepare 

people for the American democracy, was hailed as the recipe for the post war 

society.  It was translated into national policy in the 6-volume Higher Education for 

American Democracy in 1947 as the “Truman Report.”  Boiled down to one 

essential, the policy stated that liberal education is not a luxury but a necessity as it 

prepares people to . . . THINK!  I would attach to this what I call the “automotive 

mode” of behavior: put brain in gear before accelerating mouth. 
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Not all colleges and universities followed the recommendations of this report, though 

the better known and more progressive ones did implement its tenets or make such 

adjustments in its scholastic requirements as necessary to bring them into 

conformity.  As years passed many institutions have drifted away from the basic 

liberal arts requirements in all degree programs, often replacing those courses with 

others of a more job-related or “fad of the moment” nature, though I for one would 

argue that the ability to think is indeed a job requirement.  Splintering and fracturing 

minor bits and pieces from established departments into new and questionable 

entities and allowing students to use these fad-of-the-day credits to satisfy degree 

requirements further eroded the effectiveness of the liberal arts.  I could list what I 

consider some of these splinters and fads; but I am unwilling to submit my house to 

the Molotov cocktails of the narrow-minded pilgrims who are so narrowly focused 

and who in my estimation have not learned to think.  At the undergraduate level the 

objective of liberal arts study is breadth, not narrowness of focus.  It is also 

significant and somewhat amusing to note that periodically a commission is formed 

to re-examine the need and justification for the liberal arts pursuit as a need for 

people’s education.  As I write this in 2011 the American Academy of Arts and 

Sciences has coalesced a group of imminent thinkers and charged them with 

recommending actions “that Congress, state governments, universities, foundations, 

educators, individual benefactors, and others should take now to maintain national 

excellence in humanities and social scientific scholarship and education, and to 

achieve long-term national goals for our intellectual and economic well-being . . . by 

focusing on the liberal arts.”  Notice that this charge bypasses mention of job-training 
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and puts emphasis on the ability to examine situations, research options and arrive 

at conclusions, all of which are at the heart of liberal arts education and the ability to 

think.  I will repeat myself: these skills are or should be integers to job training skills.  

How often in the corporate workplace do we find workers who are hardly more than 

robots turning out widgets without any ability to think about what they are doing, how 

it might be done better and what the consequences, intended or unintended, might 

be?  Corporations have instituted basis skills training classes to teach their 

employees the liberal arts that they did not learn in their secondary and higher 

education programs, such as basis mathematics, English language composition and 

other skills required to do their daily work.  Perhaps their institutions did not require 

liberal arts training – yes, training – as part of the job-skills program of studies.  More 

likely they were allowed to take nonsense classes to substitute for genuine liberal 

arts courses. 

 

I was fortunate in that during my student years at Texas Tech I was brought into 

confrontation with the best that the liberal arts had to offer, since all students took 

these classes, whether on the campus or with credits accepted in transfer from 

another institution, the result was the same.  It was at Tech that the various liberal 

arts parts began to make sense to me.  My professors had the good sense and 

foresight to infuse their classes with the interdisciplinary humanities insights that put 

the specific subject into a broader context and gave it a more significant place in the 

natural order of things, especially things in the scholastic world.  For educating me 
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thusly I will be forever grateful; without it I might never have become truly 

“educated.” 

 

What do I mean by “educated?”  The ability to think outside the box, so to speak, 

made it possible for me to see beyond the immediate meaning and to conjecture 

implications in a much more varied and broader context.  The child wants answers; 

the adult focuses on process, or at least would if he has been properly educated.  At 

Tech I was becoming an adult and answers had given way to processes. 

 

There are many modes of thinking and many of my professors at Texas Tech used 

one or more of them in their teaching and in their requirements of me in my 

responses.  Here is one example: 

a2 + b2 = c2 

Any mathematician recognizes this equation as the Pythagorean Theorem in 

Euclidean Geometry.  But, how does it apply in an English class or a History class, a 

Chemistry class, a Mechanical Engineering class or an agronomy class?  Quite 

easily, in fact, when one realizes that it can be a way of thinking and a way of 

approaching the solution to a problem or as a means of creating something new and 

exciting.  Although I had stumbled upon this equation in an earlier mathematics 

class, I think it was Professor Studhalter who first brought this simple equation to my 

attention when he learned that I was pursuing simultaneous degrees in the arts and 



 355 

sciences.  It happened during one of our brief talks in the hallway of the Chemistry 

Building between classes. 

 

At first I failed to comprehend the implications of what the equation meant, other 

than the mathematical meaning, and how it might be applied in other disciplines.  

Periodically I would ask Dr. Studhalter some question or other for clarification and he 

would lead me step by step into further understanding and application, expanding 

away from the triangle.  At last I got it.  In Chemistry an acid added to a base 

produces a salt.  In Biology the result was Natural Selection.  In Engineering two 

ideas brought together might produce a new machine.  Quite simply Idea No. 1 

brought to bear on Idea No. 2 resulted in a new idea or concept or possibility.  

History and Political Science professors enjoy using this concept to explore “what 

might have been” if a variable or two were changed resulting in a different outcome 

of an election, a war or a piece of legislation.  Sportscasters, sports writers and arm-

chair quarterbacks everywhere wallow in the many possibilities of athletic outcomes 

if certain variables had come into play.  This application of the equation might be 

called creativity and is the brainchild of thought!  Man is a thinking being, or should 

be, and the objective of education is to make him Think.  All this struck me like a 

bomb shell.  It made sense!  It was rational!  It was an exhilarating discovery!  It was 

an easily transportable concept or skill that I could carry with me for the rest of my 

life and apply to any and all situations and circumstances that might come my way.  

It was the most universal and useful tool in my “tool box.”  It would help me solve 

problems and come to conclusions.  It would lead me to new and exciting 
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understandings.  It would be something I could use in other classes and in life 

situations to unlock insights and mysteries and to create new perspectives.  It could 

even be used in the kitchen to concoct a new and exciting dish!   

 

Several other professors employed this simple equation as a way of thinking in their 

classes, particularly Dr. Strout, Dr. McCullen and Mr. Murphy in their literature 

classes and Dr. Dennis in his Chemistry classes.  I hope others in the College’s 

faculty did likewise, but since I had no first-hand experience in their classes, I can’t 

say for sure that they did, though I suspect many did.  If I were forced to cite a 

specific instance of when my thinking matured and I began to consider myself 

reasonably educated, it would be when this mode of thinking entered my 

consciousness and I am able to thank those professors at Texas Tech for leading 

me in this direction.  Do I blame them?  Oh, yes!  Perhaps “blame” is too harsh a 

word when “thank” is more appropriate.  Use any word you choose.  I’m just glad it 

happened. 

 

There was . . . however . . . something missing, at least according to me.  I wish 

there had been a senior interdisciplinary seminar, a kind of culminating research 

experience, required of all students just prior to graduation in which the basis would 

be what I have just described: the application of the Pythagorean equation in a 

dialectic setting, coupled with induction and deduction, that would precipitate 

thinking through a set of pre-determined problems, circumstances and situations, 

each directly related to the individual student’s major but drawing on input from a 
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variety of other subjects, disciplines and constructs.  Students in each seminar 

section would be drawn from the various disciplines across the campus.  In essence, 

it would be a seminar that “puts it all together” in the discovery of universals.  Think 

of it as added value regardless of the student’s major field of study.  I would have 

greatly enjoyed a lively discussion with a student majoring in engineering, for 

example, wherein I proposed the Platonic idea of the charioteer against the 

engineer’s mechanical laboratory or the agronomist’s concept of crop cycles, 

perhaps even the political scientist’s notion of the cause of the Boer War. 
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AFTERWORD 

 

Well, there you have it, some of my fugitive remembrances from those days of my 

childhood and youth growing up during the Great Depression, World War II and the 

immediate post-war years, and the immediate post-war years.  “All this has 

happened, more or less.”  Those are the opening words of Kurt Vonnegut’s 

Slaughterhouse-Five and might well have been my experiences.  These 

recollections speak to my progress as a student on the way to becoming a thinking 

adult.  Would I like to live those early years over again?  This is an absurd 

hypothesis, since it is a physical impossibility.  I can only retreat to the nostalgia of 

memories, some joyful, some less so and some best left as they were.  It is possible 

to replicate the lessons learned from some of those very early experiences, though 

from the other side by passing on what I learned to others who might benefit there-

from.   I suppose at some time in the future after I have put these essays to rest I will 

be overcome with esprit de l’escalier, thinking of things later, things that might have 

been included in this volume.  If enough of these afterthoughts accumulate, perhaps 

they, too, will be memorialized, who knows. 

 

Am I a better person for having learned a great many lessons that have served me 

throughout my life . . . you bet!  Every day of those many years was an adventure as 

it was meant to be, since life is made up of one adventure after another, the collage 
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of which makes each individual what he becomes when the pieces of the puzzle 

have been put together to form a picture.  That is the student’s progress, the fitting 

together of the pieces of life’s puzzle into something recognizable.  My student days 

are not over and I am still learning, so one of the best things I learned in those early 

days is that learning does not end with the acceptance of a diploma of some sort.  I 

accepted Plato’s dictum that men are unequal and must strive toward the 

achievement of their arête, their personal excellence, which was his belief in the 

individual.  The world is a jungle and must be met and mastered.  If the meek are to 

inherit the earth, they will be heir to a much better place not of their doing and to 

which their contributions are suspect. 

 

I suppose you would like me to tell you what those many learned lessons were.  I 

have sifted through memories of those years and distilled a list.  At first the list was 

quite lengthy, but I was able to winnow it down to a manageable number, things that 

would stand anyone in good stead if learned in time and conscientiously obeyed, a 

kind of vade mecum.  If you have not detected some of those lessons for yourself, I 

must have done a poor job of stating them.  Did I have happy early years?  You bet I 

did!  Invictus maneo!   

 

My revels now are ended, observed Shakespeare’s Prospero, and so are these of 

my memories.  As I foretold you, we’re all spirits, and Are melted into air, into thin 

air; And, like the baseless fabric of this vision, . . . Leave not a rack behind.  

Prospero really knew his stuff!  And, so, I end it here because there is nothing more 
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to say for now.  You may think that I love writing about nothing; but, it is really the 

only thing I know anything about.   

 

Now you can go back and read the Forward, assuming as I might have done that 

you skipped over it in order to get to “the good stuff.” 
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