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PREFACE: THE SOCIOLOGY OF AGING

This book includes stories of the aged currently living in Pope County Arkansas.  It follows a tradition in the social sciences of using oral histories.  Oral histories are structured conversations that help to create autobiographical accounts.  These accounts can cover a variety of topics.  This includes, but is not limited to, descriptions of childhood, educational experiences, work, marriage, and the impact of aging (Baum 1991; Ritchie 1994; Yow 2005).  However, we see this book as more than just descriptive accounts of people’s lives.  With interviewees all being above the age of 65, we believe it will be beneficial for you to consider each autobiographical account through the lens of social gerontology, otherwise known as the sociology of aging.    

The sociology of aging is an academic discipline that focuses on three things - social conditions during life, social accomplishments as people age, and consequences of aging.  Sociologists believe these things shape people into who they are as older adults (George 1992; Atchley and Barusch 2004).  In terms of social conditions, when you read this book you will gain an understanding of how childhood experiences influence current worldviews held by the aged.  You will specifically get a glimpse of how social forces concerning activities such as hobbies, work, and religion influence an older person’s concept of the self.  With accomplishments, you will gain an understanding of what some older people see as the biggest achievements possible in life.  This includes reflections on long, meaningful relationships, journeys of discovery involving travel, distinguished military careers, and educational accomplishments.  In relation to consequences of aging, you will gain an enhanced understanding of what it means to take on new positions in society as we get older.  This specifically deals with commentary on becoming a parent or grandparent.  It also involves the shift from people identifying you with your job to identifying you as a retiree.  In addition, it includes the ability to mentor with wisdom that comes from both knowledge and broadened life experience (Quadagno 1999; Harris 2007).       

With the sociology of aging, it is also important to mention the idea of a cohort (Rodgers 1982).  People do not age in a vacuum isolated from social factors.  Experiences with multiple institutions, such as education, family, religion, and government shape people as they get older (Charon 1998).  Experiences in these social arenas do a great deal in shaping each individual in a unique way.  However, it can be argued that experiences with institutions can create a thread of commonality among people, especially if they belong to the same age group and experience a culture’s institutions at approximately the same time.  This is what sociologists identify as a cohort.  To specify, a cohort is a group of aggregate individuals who go through the same life events within the same time interval (Ryder 1965).  

Sociologists classify people into different cohorts depending on historical era.  Young cohorts are now identified as Generation X and Generation Y (Savage, Collins-Mayo, Mayo, and Cray 2006; Cheung 2007).  Another which most individuals are familiar with is the Baby Boom Generation – comprised of a large amount of people born between 1947 and 1967 (Owram 1997; Steinhorn 2006).  People in this book belong to the Swing Generation, born between 1900 and 1926, and the Silent Generation, born between 1927 and 1946.  Recently, authors have named people belonging to both of these cohorts as the Greatest Generation.  People identify them as women who broke free from the homemaker label, minorities who struggled for their rights, and small town businessmen who went on to capture the American dream.  Authors also identify them as patriotic citizens who dedicated their lives to civic and military duties.  People belonging to this generation did not come by such acts easily.  They faced great odds at the hands of social circumstances such as the Great Depression, World War I, and World War II (Torres-Gil 1992, Brokaw 1998).  

As a reader of these oral histories, we believe you should keep in the back of your mind how experiencing these major historical events changed these people’s lives forever.  We also want you to keep in mind how gerontological perceptions of the past and present might look 50 years from now.  Are experiences such as the current war with Iraq making an irreversible impact that will influence how younger generations view the world for years to come, just as World War II did for people in the 1940s?  In 50 years, will people over the age of 65 be reflecting on the impact of the Internet and cell phone technology instead of, as the oral histories in this book indicate, color televisions and landline telephones?  Instead of reflecting on great marriages, will people be reflecting on how great it was to merely co-habitat with several people throughout life?  Will college educated people in Pope County tell stories of what it was like to take classes on the Arkansas Tech University campus or detail the trials and tribulations of getting an “online” degree?  Will people still provide accounts of how a preacher or spiritual experience changed their lives, or will the emphasis be on how a certain psychiatrist or prescription drug altered their life trajectory for the better?           

On a final note, we would like to emphasize two points before you begin reading.  First, we edited all of the text presented in this book to reflect the actual words of interviewees to the best of our ability and apologize for any inaccuracies.  Second, you should remember an oral history does not encompass one person’s entire life.  The chapters in this book merely represent snapshots of each person’s wonderful existence.  We hope you enjoy reading words from some of the voices of Pope County.    

CHAPTER 1

HE RUNG MY BELLS

Biographical Information  

Name: Nelda Sue (Drake) Merryfield 

Place of Birth: Gracemont, Oklahoma 

Date of Birth: April 18, 1936

What was your childhood like? 

I lived in a small town.  It was definitely not a “city.”  My dad owned a grocery store.  I had chores.  Every Saturday morning I got up and “ran sweep” throughout the house.  I did not get an allowance.  I just went into the cash register at [my dad’s] store and got what I wanted!  Was a little bit spoiled?  I will say this, when I was in school… every time I brought home straight A’s on my report card, I got a $25 savings bond.  Needless to say, [my dad] had to [give me a savings bond] every time ‘cause I always made straight A’s.

What else do you remember?

My mother made me clothes out of feed sacks.  I resented it very much because my cousin had really fancy, store-bought clothes.  I was a tomboy.  My best friends were boys.  [On Saturdays] everyone in the neighborhood would usually congregate at my house.  My folks had a croquet course and a big swing that came out of an old oak tree.  We would climb that oak tree, sit on that swing, and swing real far.  That was usually our Saturday entertainment.

Did you have any hobbies or pets? 

I did embroidery and rode horses.  I played softball, played basketball, and fought with the boys.  That wasn’t a hobby but I did a lot of it.  Every once in a while we would go out to a friend’s house and ride calves until they bucked us off.  I had one pet when I was growing up.  It was a Boston Screw Tail bulldog.  I don’t like cats.  

Could you discuss your education?
I went to school at Gracemont [in Oklahoma].  I did not go to college.  I went to business school at Bill’s Business College.  It was above a store.  There was a big neon sign that flashed that said “Home of the Nuts.”  It was actually a nut store, but [the students] were all upstairs.  We felt like it was very indicative of us. 

What brought you to Pope County?

My husband’s job [brought me here].  He was in the Navy.  He stayed in his four years, and then he got a job at [Arkansas Nuclear One] in Russellville.  I met [John Merryfield Jr.] in Tacoma, Washington.  My brother introduced us.  They were both in the Navy.  I married him six weeks later.

What did you and your husband do for fun?

You aren’t supposed to ask me that!  Oh dear, let me think.  Well, we went swimming a lot.  We also played cards and went to the movies.  We had an apartment.  He was in the Navy four years.  It was during the Korean Conflict.  [Most of his time] he was onboard a ship.  We were married 52 years.  If I considered anybody a hero, it would be my husband.  He had a wonderful smile… and other things…  That’s enough said!  He “rung my bells” as they say.  That is why we were put together in just six weeks. 

Was John spiritual?  

Oh yes!  It is funny because my husband, when he became a Christian, had never been raised in a Christian atmosphere.  He only knew the Psalms in the Bible, but I tell you he knew everything [about the Bible] before he died.  After he had back surgery [when we were in our thirties], we weren’t sleeping together because I would hit him with my knee or something.  [One night] he came into my room and said, “Nelda, I need to talk to you for a minute.”  I said, “O.K.”  He said, “There is something bothering me.”  I turned to him and said, “Honey, you are under conviction.”  He said, “What do you mean I am under conviction?”  I said, “It is the Holy Spirit dealing with you and you need to give your heart to the Lord.”  He said, “well how do you know that?”  I said, “because I have been under conviction my whole life… because I was raised in a Christian atmosphere.”  

What is your spiritual perspective?

Jesus is standing at the right hand of the father always making intercession…  He is everybody that is a Christian.  To me, God does not see us as anything but the blood of Jesus…  I just think that is amazing.

How many children and grandchildren do you have?

I have three - Michael, Reguana, and Kenneth.  The two boys live in Mustang, Oklahoma.  My daughter lives here in Russellville.  I have six grandchildren.  Let’s see, there’s Brittany, wait a minute I have got another one now, no I don’t… yes I do.  There’s, Brittany, Tyler, Alicia, Ryan, and Craig.  I have eight great-grandchildren.  

Do you have a favorite food?

My favorite food is steak.  [Growing up] we would eat steak, chicken, and anything fattening - lots of pastries.  My dad was a German extraction and my mother always had three different meats on the table every meal.  She cooked all the time.

Do you have a favorite movie?

It is Braveheart.  [The lead character William Wallace] was strong for [independence against the English - for more see Anderson 2006].

Disregarding today’s medical advancements, do you remember any old home remedies?

My mother used to put about three drops of coal oil in a teaspoon of sugar and that stopped me from coughing…  My dad always smoked a pipe and if I got an earache in the night he would light up his pipe, put the stem down in my ear, and cover the bulb with his hand.  [Then] he would blow the smoke down into my ear.  That always eased [the earache].  My mother always made me eat so many raisins.  [Raisins] were awfully good for the boils on my legs that I would get each summer.  

In terms of history, what “significant event” happened in your life?

World War II…  My folks talked about it, they thought my dad may have to go to World War II but he didn’t.  He owned a grocery store, so he got out of it.  We were concerned.  I know momma was concerned he was going…  He had a wife and two kids and he was concerned about getting drafted!  All the young men went [creating a labor shortage].  My dad would hire someone to come in and work in his store so he could go help the farmers in the field.  He would have to bail hay, different things like that, cause there were no young men around…  I can vividly remember when the war was over…  [When Germany was defeated] they blew the sirens in town to let everybody know the war was over.  I can’t remember about Japan.  [The war] didn’t affect me much… my folks kept me pretty well sheltered.

What is your opinion of the “younger generation”?

I think they are in deep trouble if something doesn’t happen… too much drugs, drinking, and sex.  There are such bad influences on TV and movies, and [parents] stopped spanking.  I spanked every one of my children and two out of three turned out real good.  With time [Kenneth] did, but it was after a lot of heartache.  He got his attitude from John’s dad, Grandpa Merryfield.  He is a carbon copy of him.  He never was around him, but that’s where he got it from.  

Do you remember the details of any prominent family stories?

Well I remember my mother talking about her coming up from Texas where she was born.  They would travel during the day and sleep at night.  [She traveled to Gracemont with] her four brothers and sisters, her mom, and dad.  Mom was eight when she arrived.  On this corner, there was a man and this little boy.  The little boy was eight.  He ended up being my dad.  They met each other that day.  When they were about 20 or 21 they got married.  My mom’s parents were very poor.  My mom only had a third grade education, but she had a business mind that was as good as my dad’s.  My dad went to business school when he was grown and his parents were very well off.  They owned most of Gracemont.  I always thought it was kind of odd that they got together.  

Is there any other information that you would like to share?

I’ll tell you this…  [One time] my brother was sick.  He was seven years older than I was.  

 [My parents] took him to the family doctor and they told him that he had inhaled a peanut hull.  [The doctor] said that was not possible.  They took him to another doctor in Anadarko.  [That doctor] saw it.  It was abscessed down there, but they didn’t know how to get it out back then.  He was sick for a very long time.  One Saturday night, here come my feisty grandma with the “prayer warriors.”  They prayed for him until he coughed it up.  There was pus and everything around it and my mother put it in a jar and took it to the [first] doctor and said, “This is what you said couldn’t happen, here it is.”  Things like that make you realize that there is a spiritual side…  I had a heat stroke once and I had laid in bed from one Sunday to the next.  I was very bad.  Even when the ice would melt, I would vomit it back up.  Daddy told me, “If you don’t get any better, you are going to have to go to the hospital because you can’t keep medicine or anything down.”  A pastor form our church came up that day and sat on the edge of my bed and said, “Nelda, do you think God heals?”  I said, “Yes, I do.”  He said, “Then let’s have a little prayer.”  He prayed for me, and after he left my mother was cooking dinner and I ate a huge meal after not touching food or water for a week.  I was better.  I had to rebuild my strength through nourishment, but I no longer threw up.  That is why I am spiritual today.

CHAPTER 2

WEARING OUT THE RUGS

Biographical Information

Name: Janell (Ennis) Swaffar 

Place of Birth: Oak Grove, Arkansas (a community outside of Atkins)

Date of Birth: August 19, 1942

What can you tell me about your family?

My father was Jacob Riley Ennis.  My mother was Lucy Reynolds Ennis.  Doctor Linton, from Hector, delivered me.  I had five brothers - Troy, Floyd, Riley Edward, Kenneth, and James.  I had six sisters - Floye, Lucille, Wanda, Dixie, Lottie, and Mary.  I had a half-sister named Marie – my dad’s daughter from a previous marriage.

What can you tell me about your husband?

After graduating from Atkins High School in May of 1960, I married Joe Melton, Jr. of Appleton, Arkansas.  We were 18.  In our 20-year marriage, we had three children - Joseph Keith in 1961, Tammy in 1962, and Bruce Allen in 1965.  We had a fourth child, Todd James, who was born prematurely in 1966.  He died [right] after being born.

Did you have any other marriages?

In 1980, Joe and I divorced after 20 years of marriage.  One year later in 1981, I married Mr. Hoyt Dorr of Oklahoma.  At the time, I was 39 and Hoyt was 40.  We divorced that same year after five months of marriage.  In 1983, I married Mr. Harold Jackson of Russellville, Arkansas.  After three years of marriage, we divorced in 1986.  In November of 1988, I married Mr. Arlin Swaffar.  At the time, I was 46 and Arlin was 47.  We have been married for 19 years.  

Where have you worked?

Before the pickle plant in Atkins shut down in 2002, I had worked there for 26 years.  In 2003, I started working at a day care center in Atkins.  I worked there until 2005.  
In 2005, I started working as a kitchen helper at the Pope County Senior Activity Center.

You said you were born in Oak Grove.  Is that where you were raised as well?

No.  Actually, most of my life…  I was raised in the Pea Ridge community, out north of Atkins about six miles.  

What was it like growing up in Pea Ridge?

We were from a big family, of course, and we all had our chores and stuff and it was definitely different.  Back then, people visited each other.  Different families visited you in your home and all that kind of stuff.  On Sundays, everybody would get together and have dinner together and this and that.  We grew up on a farm-like…  We didn’t farm for a living, but we raised almost everything we ate, including corn and chickens and cows, you know.  We almost raised everything we ate.  Daddy worked as a saw-miller, and Mama was busy raising kids.  I think it was the good old days, because as a kid growing up we were all happy and carefree.  We were just all happy.  People say, “Well, you didn’t know any different.”  Maybe that’s true, but you know, nowadays, kids are getting into so much trouble and all of this and that.  Mama didn’t have to worry about that.  I don’t remember any of my brothers and sisters drinking or anything.  Of course, I’d never heard of drugs.  So, you know, it was just good, clean living - country, clean living.  It really was.  I wouldn’t take nothing for it.  You know, even though nowadays everybody’s got computers and big, fancy cars and all this kind of stuff, I wouldn’t take anything for my raising because it taught me so much that you can’t learn in a book.  As I got older, I tried to instill the same values in my children.  I mean, I just wouldn’t take anything for my raising.  Of course, I had some good parents and good family.

Where did you first attend school?

When I first started school, I went to the Burris Schoolhouse just down the hill from where we lived [in Pea Ridge].  I walked to school.  I can remember my older sisters carrying me on their backs to school.  I’m sure they loved that.

What did you do for fun growing up in Pea Ridge?  

We rode bicycles.  I never was a big horseback fan, you know.  Some of them rode horses, but I never did.  Most of our horses were horses Daddy worked in the field with, so I never did get to ride horses that much.  We’d get out in the woods, we’d all get up in a tree, and we’d get out on this limb.  Everybody else would jump off, leave one person on the limb, and let them go flying back up in the air.  That’s the stuff we did for fun.  Of course, when I got older, when I was in school and got older, we liked to do tumbling.  I remember I loved to tumble.  We did tumbling in school.  So, I set me up some old mattresses out at home, and bedsprings, to practice tumbling on.  Toys that were homemade is what we played with, you know.  I don’t remember having a doll until I was about 12.  You know, there wasn’t very many toys.  It sounds like it would be boring, but it wasn’t boring at all because we were always busy.  

What were meals like? 

When we got older, we helped mama in the garden and stuff like that, you know.  We all ate three meals a day together.  Everybody that was at home ate three meals a day together.  Now, the ones that worked, of course, they wasn’t there for lunch, but, when it came meal time, everybody sat down at the table at the same time and ate.  You hardly see that anymore.  It was just real good - real good.

Do you recall fond memories from your childhood?

There are just so many different ones.  When our cousins would come over, we would play “church.”  Some of us would sing.  Some of us would preach.  Some of us would testify, and I was always the preacher.  There are so many good memories - just so many.  

One time, it came this really bad storm.  The lightning was causing the light bulbs to flash and this and that.  I remember mama put us all in the middle of the bed.  She was praying that God would take care of her children.  Now, that’s the kind of mother I had and that’s the kind of memories I have.  On Friday nights and Saturday nights, we always went to somebody’s house.  We would take all the furniture out of one bedroom and play old-timey party games.  It’s kind of like square dancing, but it wasn’t square dancing.  We would sing our own songs and we had a certain type of dancing to these songs.  You would have a partner, but actually, you danced with everybody, because you would start out in a big circle.  That’s what we did for entertainment.  

Did you ever go to the movies or listen to music when you were younger?

Oh, we always had a radio.  I always listened to music.  I always loved to dance.  Daddy would get mad at me for dancing.  He always told me I wore out all the rugs dancing.  I’d dance with a doorknob if I didn’t have somebody else to dance with.  I started going to the movies when I was about 13, maybe.  We would go on Saturday afternoon down to Atkins.  Of course, that’s when my older brothers and sisters, some of them married, would take the younger ones.  Roy Rogers, Rex Allen, and Gene Autry - it was them western shoot ‘em up shows, you know.  That’s what was popular back then.  There was Randolph Scott, there’s some more, too, but that’s the ones that pop into my head right first thing.  Rex Allen [the actor and singer known as the “The Arizona Cowboy” – Simpson-Witt and Garrett 1989] was my favorite.  He was the best looking. 

Did your family have a television set when you were growing up?

I might have been 12 or 13 when we got a TV.  The first thing I remember watching was The Grand Ole Opry.  It used to come on every morning for about 15 or 30 minutes.  I loved that.  Then, I loved the show I Love Lucy.  That was my mama’s name…  That’s the ones I can remember back farther than anything else.  Yeah, I loved the TV.  You know, we didn’t sit and watch TV much.  When mama and daddy went to bed, lights were out.  Everybody had to go to bed.  You know, there wasn’t no sitting up late and watching TV.  But, yeah, we enjoyed it.  We enjoyed it as a family.  I mean, I remember mama and daddy and all of us sitting and watching these shows early in the morning.  

On a final note, what would you say was your greatest success in life?
My greatest achievement…  I think that all three of my kids are my friends, and…  I’m happy with my life.
CHAPTER 3

SMELLING DEATH 

Biographical Information

Name: Ruth Elizabeth (Jacob) Christian

Place of Birth: Mannheim, Germany

Date of Birth: September 15, 1934

What can you tell me about your family?

My father was Rudolph Jacob and my mother was Elsey Jeckel Jacob.  After her marriage to Rudolph, she married Carl Stroleen.  [Growing up], I had a sister named Renee and a brother named Gunther.  I married J.C. Christian on May 15, 1961.  After 40 years together, he passed in 2001.  I adopted three children – Ernest Lee Christian, Stephanie Lea Christian, and Diana Christian Sharon.  I have six grandkids – Heaven, Kasha, and Autumn Sharon, also Sarah, Shawn, and Brent Christian.

Where did you spend most of your childhood and what was it like? 

It was okay when I was small, but when I was seven, [World War II] started.  We lost our home and everything we owned.  It was so hard because, we had nothing.  Most people didn’t have a home and lived in cellars like moles.  We liked to starved to death because we couldn’t get groceries.  [We] couldn’t buy any anyway if we could’ve afforded it.  I remember once my mom peeled the last potatoes and just cried.  She just salted and peppered them… that was our meal.  When the occupation by the Americans took place, they started coming to the schools to take care of things daily.  They brought us kids hot chocolate and graham crackers.  That was the first time I had ever had a graham cracker, and I believe that saved our lives. 

What do you remember about your grandparents?

I used to go to my grandpa and grandma’s house.  [They had a farm] before the war.  I liked it, because they had animals.  They had Clydesdale horses to plow their fields – I remember that.  Everything they raised was for the government.  The government had everything controlled, and if they gave anything away, there was punishment.  My grandpa was scared to give anything away because they would have killed him.  Even his pigs were “government” pigs. 

What else do you remember about the Nazi government?

I remember during WWII, [Adolf] Hitler wanted a “pure” nation.  He took so many young girls and young men to be “Hitler Youth” [a radical, formal training program involving the removal of children from their homes and subsequent intense socialization in order to prepare them to be adult Nazis - Kater 2006].  I just barely missed it.  We had the notification.  You got three notifications.  The first was by letter, and if you didn’t respond you got fined.  The second was the SS [the Schutzstaffel were elite Nazi soldiers – Infield 1984].  They would come and order you to go.  The third time, they would come and shoot the whole family.  I barely slipped out because of the occupation.  My dad said I wasn’t going even if he got shot.  Our family was neutral, and we didn’t even know the concentration camps were happening until the occupation took place.  After J.C. and I went back to Germany many years later, we drove by the camps and you could still smell death.  I would not wish my childhood during the war under Hitler’s regime on my kids or grandkids.  We just barely existed.  I became an American citizen in late 1950.  I am proud to be an American.

Did you have any favorite toys, games, songs, or activities growing up?  

I didn’t have much fun.  There weren’t any toys to play with because you had no money.  It took a long time to get enough money to build our house back up.  My mom knitted tinker dolls for us.  They weren’t really dolls, but it was all she could do.  I was 13 when my mom was able to buy my sister and me our first bike to share.  I also got my first real doll when I was 13, but my sister broke it within a week – she was mean.  Otherwise, we played in mud puddles.  We made forts, houses, and played with glass we found.

What kind of responsibilities did you have growing up?   

I learned how to cook, keep house, and I always had to help my mom.  My worst chore was washing clothes.  Every weekend I had to wash clothes on a rug board, hang them on a line, and iron them the next day.  I went to school all week, but Saturday only half a day.  I helped feed the chickens, gather vegetables, and cooked dinner.  Mainly, I just helped my mom and took care of my younger brother and sister because I was the oldest. 

What did you do for fun?

Well when I was a teenager, there weren’t any cars available.  I just rode a streetcar or bus if I wanted to go to the movies or something, which wasn’t every week.  Movies were more fun because they got you out of the house and with friends.    

What memories do you have of your parents?

My dad worked constantly to make ends meet.  My step-dad did the same thing.  My dad was French, and I remember he wanted us to learn French, but we never did so he just spoke German around us.  He was in the military.  He made prostheses [artificial devices to replace part of the body such as legs].  He also made shoes from scrap.  He made some pretty shoes, and we finally got back on our feet from the money…  My mom was a very hardworking woman.  She had a rough life, but she was raised working hard.  She raised us right.  However, she gave us a slap if we fell out of line, but nothing drastic.  She was an excellent cook and excellent pastry maker.  She made some real good apple tarts when she had the material to make them.  She knitted everyday - Norwegian sweaters.  [We would take] a cattle car, and trade them in for a few potatoes or something.  After dad died, mom raised us by herself.  Seven years later is when she married my step-dad. 

What do you remember about your siblings?

My brother and I got along pretty good.  Both he and I shared the “French” part in our complexion.  He was a normal boy who had to work and for the most part, stayed out of trouble.  My sister was a lazy girl.  She didn’t get along with me or my brother…  She was big…  Once she broke her bra strap, and squeezed her big chest into [my bra].  My sister and I never stayed in contact. 
What do you remember about your grandparents?

They were good people and very hard workers.  They had a hard life, but both of them lived to 99.  They never talked about their lives.  They just mostly worked.  My grandpa gave me the nickname “Blackie,” because I would always get so dark from being outside.  I remember I would always be barefoot.  He chewed tobacco and would spit on my toes and say, “What’s a matter Blackie?”  After the [United States] occupation, my grandpa stalked wheat-like huts in his fields.  I used to walk out in the fields and play, and one time I looked in a hut I saw two white eyes surrounded by a dark face.  That was when I saw my first black man [a soldier].  He had just dropped down from a parachute…  I had never seen anything like it before! 

What was the typical conversation at the dinner table like?  

My dad did not like anyone to talk at dinner, especially when non-relatives were present.  We had the preacher there for Sunday once.  That preacher said something; and to me, I thought I needed to put my five cents in.  My dad quietly took a silver spoon and threw it at my chest.  [It] knocked the wind out of me!  I never talked at dinner again if someone outside the family was there.  

What types of traditions did your family have?   

Well, everywhere in Germany we ate five meals a day.  Breakfast was at seven and no later.  We usually had rye bread from scratch with cheese, lunchmeats, or butter and jelly.  Lunch was at noon.  We had soup first, always cooked from scratch.  If it was chicken noodle, you had to kill the chicken first, and make your own noodles.  The soup was always before the main meal.  At 3:00, we had coffee, hot chocolate, or tea with a pastry.  Five was supper…  It wasn’t a heavy meal, because the main meal was lunch.  We usually just had cheeses, pastries, or lunchmeats.  Later we would sit up and watch TV, shoot the bull, have another sandwich or pastries around 10:00 and then go to bed.

Is there anything you remember about holidays?    

Christmas was a very traditional one.  Before bulbs and Christmas lights, you made your own popcorn lace and laced dried cranberries for color.  I remember my mom made bows.  Usually fathers played Santa Clause - just like my dad and step-dad did.  We all believed as kids, and had to leave cookies and hot chocolate.  Of course, my mom and dad ate it.  Other than that, we usually just did a lot of baking and made goodies around the holidays.  Thanksgiving was much the same way - lots of food.  We believed in eating, especially after there was actually food available.  On New Years, we celebrated a little bit.  We usually drank eggnog at midnight, and ate black-eyed peas and sauerkraut.   


What was school like growing up?

I walked to school with no shoes, and if I did have shoes, they were a size too small.  When I was in high school, I could take the streetcar.  For the most part, I liked my schools.  Both grade school and high school were good.  I liked home economics in high school because I got involved with a lot of things I wouldn’t have known other wise.  I learned to crochet.  We did gardening, cooking, and other things like that.  Home economics was my favorite subject in school, but I hated geography.  I just wasn’t interested in it.  I used to get a wet sponge to the face by my teacher.  She was a redheaded witch, and she liked Hitler.  She had long nails that she twisted our cheeks so hard that we had sores.  She treated families that were neutral in the war differently, and my family was neutral.  When Hitler ruled, we had to go out every recess and say “Hail Hitler.”  Our teachers were like Hitler… it seemed.  

Did you graduate, and if so, what did you do afterward?  

I finished high school in 1952, and then I had nurses training.  My first job was dirty work in the hospital like changing sheets…  It wasn’t my favorite job, but I didn’t hate it…  Later I worked in the hospital in child delivery.  I have also owned a restaurant in the states.  

How old were you when you retired?    

I was 49 when I retired.  I got rid of the restaurant business in 1984.  I just got tired of working, and my husband didn’t want me to work anymore.  I have enjoyed everything I have done, and I have always liked to work.  It’s the blood of my mom.  

When was your first date?  What was it like?

I was 18, and I don’t remember much because I wasn’t really serious [about the opposite sex] yet.  Later my mom wanted me to marry this one guy that I just didn’t like.  He wasn’t my type, but I just wasn’t ready for something serious anyway.  My step-dad also thought that I should date.  

What is the story behind you and your husband?
I was all for him!  We met at a drive-in on a hot summer night, and I was with one of my girlfriends.  He started talking first because we had the windows rolled down, and we just talked back and forth.  He asked me if he could contact me, and if I would see a movie with him.  Our first date was a movie he took me to on [the military] base.  We dated two years before we got married.

How did he propose?

He just asked me to marry him at a drive-in movie one time…  and he asked me a second time over the phone.  I said no at the movies because I just wasn’t sure.  I liked him, but I wanted to be sure that was what I really wanted before I said yes.  I said yes eventually after meeting his family.  We got married in El Paso, Texas May 15, 1961, before the justice of the peace because he was on orders to go overseas.  We did not have our honeymoon until five years later!  We went to Hawaii.  Because he was in Vietnam, I had to meet him there.  He came and stayed for 10 days.  By that time, I had [our son Ernest], who stayed with his grandmother. 

How would you describe your husband?  

He was a gentleman, good to the family, and a good provider.  He was also a very likeable person.  We did a lot of things together.  We went fishing a lot before we had children.  He loved to fish.  We also went dancing a lot.  

Would it be possible for you to elaborate on your husband’s military career?

He spent 27 years in the U.S. army and served during two wars – The Korean War and Vietnam.  He was a sergeant, first class.  He was in charge of communication, a career counselor, and was involved with chemical warfare.  While in Korea, he was shot in his shoulder and leg.  He also contracted Malaria.  He died from a military-related disease in 2001 involving Agent Orange [nickname given to a toxic herbicide used in Vietnam to defoliate trees and shrubbery enemy soldiers used to hide behind – Wilcox 1989].  He was in Germany for four years, and the rest of his term was served in the states.  He retired in 1971 at Ft. Sill, Oklahoma with full honor.  His resigned from the military, because he thought the military itself had changed, and he just didn’t agree with it anymore.  He later went to work as a policeman on lake patrol taking the title “Lake Ranger.”  He knew he was sick [from Agent Orange related problems] when he was Lake Ranger.  He kept it from everyone and decided to retire in 1986.  He decided he wanted to be close to his son, Ernest, when his first grandchild was born.  

When and how did you decide you finally wanted children?

A couple of years after I married, we wanted to have children, but I couldn’t.  I could get pregnant, but I couldn’t have children.  They did not find out about the medical problems until my hysterectomy.  We put in for adoption.  We got Ernest from Germany.  He was four hours old when I carried him out.  I had just come out of the hospital with a miscarriage, so it was like he was born to me.  We went to an adoption agency in Germany while we were stationed there to adopt him.  Ernest’s [biological father] was a military man who dumped the 16-year old girl [he impregnated].  She had no family to help her take care of the baby…  [Stephanie] was born in Lawton, Oklahoma.  I got her from the hospital I worked at.  One night we were eating spaghetti and the doctors called letting us know we could adopt a baby girl.  [She was] the little sister my son wanted…  We later adopted Diana in El Paso, Texas, but had problems later on [with her behavior].  She was a mess.  She didn’t like the other kids and she would beat them up.  She was real hateful after we adopted her.  J.C. and I called her aunt and told her to take her back.  

How did Ernest adjust to adoption?

Well, one time Ernest went to a birthday party with some school friends…  I went to the grocery store [at a later point] and met the mother of the boy where he went to the party.  I asked her how Ernest was and if he [seemed] alright.  She said [while at her house] he talked about how proud he was to be adopted…  I asked him one time if he wanted to meet his mom, and he said, “No, because you and dad have raised me.  If it wasn’t for you, I would’ve ended up in a children’s home.”  That made me so proud to hear him say that. 

What were some responsibilities that your children had?  

They had chores.  Sometimes they didn’t do them.  They wanted every kind of animal they could have.  We had 26 cows, ponies, peacocks… different kids of chickens, rabbits… and all of them had a name.  We looked like Noah’s Ark.  None of us could eat what we raised.  I remember I had to get up and feed baby calves at 4:00 in the morning…  I was glad to eventually get rid of them.  

What were some of the hardest things you had to do as a parent?  

[Dealing with] Diana.  She was too old when we adopted her.  She was 13.  We shouldn’t have done that, because it didn’t do any good.  Once when she was pregnant, she called us for money, so she could “come home.”  She used that money for an abortion, and never came home.  Sometimes you do things to do right and it [still] just turns out bad.  

How was it when you first found out you would be taking on the status of grandparent?

J.C. and I were excited!  I went to the birth center to the delivery room in Virginia Beach.  I spent six weeks with Ernest’s [current ex-wife] while he was out with the Navy.  I knew the doctor.  She asked me to assist her…  [Ernest] got his little girl he was asking for.  

What memories do you have of your grandkids?

I remember Sarah took her Papa’s socks and had them over her sweat suit pulled up to hear knees when she was little.  I also remember my grandkids calling scrambled eggs I fixed “nanny eggs.”  I didn’t do anything that different to them, just made sure they weren’t hard and they were buttered.  Their other grandmother actually called me up one day and wanted to know how to make the “nanny eggs” they were asking her to make.  

How is the world different now from what it was like when you were younger?

There are too many disturbances, too much military stuff going on in different places today.  However, now it is easier for children to make something of themselves.  Teenagers have a lot more handed to them.  We didn’t get anything, and we couldn’t get anything even if we could afford it in my day.  I was 26 before I got my first car.  We couldn’t even get cars growing up.  I had to work, and I was in hospital training, so I didn’t have time for anything else.  

What places have you lived before coming to Pope County?

I have lived in my home country of Germany.  I traveled a lot when I was with J.C. and he was in the military.  We went all over the States.  Of course, there were some places military wives were not allowed, like Korea and Vietnam.  

Do you enjoy living in Pope County, Arkansas?

I’m glad we moved here, because I would’ve gone plum crazy with the grandkids here and me somewhere else.  I have no other family still alive that I really talk to… all I have are my grandkids and my son.

How would you describe your political beliefs?

I am a Republican.  I just never believed in the Democrats.  It didn’t mean anything [to me] until I was naturalized and I could vote…  The Democrats to me have a tendency to spend money on things that really aren’t necessary.  Republicans think more of the people.  

What are the biggest problems that face the United States?   

Well, we are letting too many people in from other nations who are not citizens.  We support them [economically] and we shouldn’t.  I had to make citizenship before I could do anything.  Why should it be any different now?  They’re getting help from the government while other citizens aren’t getting any.  I remember my husband’s mother couldn’t afford her medicine, so we had to help her… but today, America can help illegal immigrants.  
As you have aged, would you still consider yourself as being creative?

Oh yeah, I am doing something all the time.  I do crafts, yard work, and take care of my kids.  I like to make things, and I like my house to look nice and my yard to look good.  I make knit house slippers, I crochet afghan blankets, embroider, make potholders, and I made clothes for my granddaughter’s dolls and outfits for the grandkids when they were younger.    

Has your sense of humor changed as you have gotten older? 

I can still dish it out, and I can go with the flow.  I like people, and I like being with people.  That’s why I go to bingo.  [However] if someone makes me mad, I let them know it.  I haven’t changed much, although my temper has changed.  I was a lot more hotheaded in my younger days when I lived in Europe.  You had to be.  

Have the activities you enjoy changed as you have aged?

No, I still do what I did when I was young.  I have just had to slow down a lot.  I still enjoy bingo.  I go with my neighbor Louise.  She’s been my neighbor for 10 years.  We go [to Bingo] every Thursday night.  

Did you make any of your own food as a child?
We made all of our own bread when we were able to make it.  We canned vegetables and fruits, and we drank mostly water.  Occasionally, if were able to, we would get milk if we had it and drink coffee. 

Who had the most influence on your life?

My mom and my husband…  My mom was my role model.  I dressed like her, acted like her, and worked hard like her.  As for my husband, I just leaned on him more.  Whatever he did, I did it with him.  There wasn’t what you call a “one way deal.”  We had a good relationship.  We never had financial problems.  The last three days before he died, he asked me, “Do you know what to do if I die?”  He made sure I was taken care of and had enough money.  

Considering your childhood in Germany, what is your opinion of the war in Iraq?    

I was for us going in because [Saddam] Hussein was a dictator just like Hitler - I’m against that.  It has turned out to be longer and it has taken a lot of time to train people.  You don’t want to leave a country by itself untrained in [democracy].    

What U.S. president have you admired the most?   

I liked [Ronald] Reagan, and I liked [George H.W.] Bush.  I was favored to Reagan in a lot of ways.  I really can’t explain it, but I think he did a good job.  I did not like [Bill] Clinton.  He was too wishy-washy for one, and he lies…  I always liked the Bush family, I don’t know why, I just did.  I feel sorry for Bush, he walked in after Clinton and walked into a bore’s nest.  

Overall, do you consider your aging experience a positive one?  

Yes, I still get around in life.  I don’t coop myself up.  I would die.  I’m not ready to go yet.  I am proud of myself.  Someone asks me how old I am…  I’m almost 73.  [People] tell me I don’t look it, but I know I do.  I get around just fine, and I just keep going strong.  I would like to see my granddaughter get married…  my son finish his degree.  There are things I want to see before I go.  

What advice do you have for others?

Never give up.  Make life the best you can and go with the flow regardless of what actually happens.  There was no other way to do it in my lifetime, so we just kept truckin’.

CHAPTER 4

A TELEGRAPH FROM LYNDON

Biographical Information

Name: George Edgar Fryer

Place of Birth: Griffin Flat, Arkansas 

Date of Birth: February 26, 1921

What can you tell me about your family?

My mother was Annie May McGuire.  My father left when I was two to three years old.  He “flew the coop.”  I married Pauline “ Pot” Davidson on March 21, 1944.  She got that nickname because there was a lot of boys in the neighborhood, and she was always trailing behind them.  There was a saying back then “a two legged, toe legged wash pot.” Everyone started calling her “pot.”  She passed away on January 29, 2007.  We were only six weeks away from being married 63 years when she died.  She thought she would make it…  It did not happen.  She had suffered enough.  She was ready.  She had been sick for three years and it just got the best of her.  We had two children - George E. Fryer Jr. and Steve Allan Fryer.  

What can you tell me about George, Jr.?

He graduated from West Point after five years in the Army.  When he resigned his position, I knew he would not like it.  I left after five years too, but anyway, he resigned and went back to school with the GI Bill.  He went to Tulane University [in New Orleans].  He got two master’s degrees from there, and then he went on to Colorado to Denver Medical Center.  He got two more master’s degrees from Colorado University.  We stayed on him all the time to get his doctorate and he said, “Ah, that’s just a status symbol.”  Every time he got another master’s degree they moved him up in pay anyway.  They may move him into another position that would require him to have a doctorate degree, so he went ahead…  [and] worked until he got his doctorate.  Now he is a professor of pediatrics at New York City Hospital.  They set him up on the 23rd floor in an apartment of the New York City Hospital.  He told me “Dad, I got it made at work.  I ride the elevator to work every morning.”  He is doing well.  We are real proud of him.

What can you tell me about Steve?

He graduated from Arkansas Tech University.  He won the Crabaugh Award for Outstanding Male Student.  He taught at Russellville High School where [other] teachers coaxed him into getting an application for Harvard Law School.  It was a dare…  It was a dare, but he graduated from Harvard Law School…  He was president of the student council at one time.  It was a funny thing.  One of the biggest law firms in Los Angeles took him on…  [Once] we got a call from him and he said, “I know ya’ll are going to be disappointed in me, but I hate lawyers and I hate law.” I said, “I wish the hell you would have told us that before we sent you off to Harvard Law School.”

Do you still feel that way?   

It opened doors for him… It looks good on his resume… Now he is working for Disney.  I  don’t know what his title is.  I have tried to get it out of him.  He is kind of in public relations.  His mother [always] said, “He could sell you the Brooklyn Bridge and then charge you to walk across it.”  He has been in South Carolina training people there... the only thing he doesn’t like is the traveling.  [The boys] are 11 years apart.  [While they were growing up] the oldest kind of babysat for us.  They did not fight.  They fussed a lot. 

Did your sons stay in contact after they moved from Arkansas?

When my oldest son [George Jr.] got to work in the morning he would get on the computer and send his mom an email.  Every morning that email came in it did not say much, but they came every morning.  Now that she’s gone, I get them every morning.  They [still] don’t say anything really.  It’s because he is not a man of many words.  I go in there and pull it up every morning and it says, “Good morning dad.  I hope you had a good night.  Have a good day.  I Love You.”  Steve, he works [all the time] so I don’t get very many emails from him.  Occasionally, I get one from him, but he calls because he doesn’t want to get on the computer after working with them all day. 

Do you have grandchildren?  If so, what do you have to say about them?

My oldest grandson, Ben, he is a lawyer.  His sister graduates from nursing school [in Massachusetts] next year.  Then, Steve’s daughter, from his previous marriage, Stephanie, she’s in Long Beach, California.  She is living with her mother there.  She graduated from high school and got a scholarship to the University of California at Los Angeles for dance.  Her goal was to open two schools of dance in [Los Angeles].  She went ahead and started her [educational program], but they had to go get her [from school].  She had an emergency…  They told her she had Crohn’s Disease.  Her doctor told her that she was going to have to drop out of school that fall because the strain was too much for her.  She laid out for about a year or two and she went to work…  She went to work for Honey Baked Hams.  They made her one of the managers.  Last year, she got to go back to UCLA and is [now] studying to be a paramedic.  She is only four foot nine, but she is still taller than her mother!  She just finished her first semester.  She is one of three girls in her class and [is] the only one who can lift a man.  She said that she had perfect grades though.  She’s doing great.  If her health holds out that will be good.  It’s good that she can help folks out.  She lived with us in the summertime while Steve was in Harvard.   

Did your sons get to see their mother before she passed away?

Steve [had] just got married.  He and his new wife… they were able to be with his mom before she died.  They [recently] had a baby.  They named the baby Paul Benjamin after his mom Pauline.  Pauline, she was my sweetie.  We dated in high school…  She graduated in 1940.

What was your family life like growing up as a child?

Well, as I said before, I lived in Griffin Flat, Arkansas.  It is about 12 miles away from Atkins, Arkansas.  We lived in the country in a two-bedroom home.  My father worked on the railway in Van Buren, Arkansas… he decided to “fly the coop.”  He left us.  I had an uncle, a mail carrier in Appleton, Arkansas.  He boarded a train to come down and he got us.  We stayed [in Appleton] until I was about four.  Then we had another [town] that we moved to called Gum Log.  [We] did a little farming out there for two years and that’s where I started schooling in a two-room schoolhouse…  all the way up to the eighth grade.  

Gum Log sure is an interesting name for a town, isn’t it?

My grandson wanted to know more about Gum Log, so I finally got around to telling him.  There is a canal, but we called it a creek, that came down by the schoolhouse and by the church house too.  What we called the creek was “rigged.”  It was not wide enough for a car to cross and there was a gum tree that was on east avenue canal.  It was such a problem for the school kids on that side to get across the creek, so they cut [the gum log tree] down so [school kids] could cross the creek.  I had to walk across that log so many times.  Anyway, that’s how it got its name “Gum Log.” 

So, did you do a lot of work as a child?

[When] I was about four years old my mother made me a cotton bag out of a flour sack, and I would pick my cotton.  Then I would empty my sack in hers and lay on her sack.  She would pull me around and that was really hard on her…  My oldest brother dropped out of school when he was eight to help work at the dairy.  It was just that way from then on, and we have worked that way all of our lives. 

What kind of education did you have growing up?

I was the only one of us four boys to graduate high school.  I had a younger brother who died at six months old.  I had another sister who was nine when she died.  There was only four of us left, and I was planning on graduating high school and did.  I was one of the few that earned nine letters in athletics, three years of football, basketball and track, So anyway, I don’t know how I did it I only weighed 135 pounds in high school.  I almost got killed with ribs broken, but it paid off.  I could have gone to college on an athletics scholarship if the war had not gotten in the way.  I had scholarship offers to Arkansas Tech University and Henderson State University [in Arkadelphia, Arkansas].  I had a scholarship off to Northeastern State [Oklahoma]…  [but] I knew I had to get ready to go to work.  

You lived during the “Great Depression.”  What was that like?

It was hard.  We ate what we had.  It was not always healthy food like now.  You did with what you had.  So, it was hard because everybody was in the same boat.  Those that had money lost it when the banks closed.  It was bad, but I was really too young to understand what was really going on, but I know what we went through…  I would work with hay, which was the hardest job to have.  We got paid in hay because we had to feed the cow because we needed butter and milk from the cow.

Picking cotton, working with hay… it sounds like you have done some hard work.

I was not one of the fastest cotton pickers at all, but I held my own.  In the spring, we had to chop cotton… in chopping cotton you got hired by the [main farmhand].  They would always have one real good [farmhand] that would be the leader and everyone had to stay up with him to get the full day’s pay.  I never could keep up with him, but I… did what I could do.  Then, when I was in grade school, I had a job as a lawn mower.  I had this uncle named Bill.  He bought me a real good lawnmower, and I would keep his yard mowed for him.  [Once] I had one whole block of yards on the other side of town that I kept mowed.  I would go and spend two days on those yards and keep my mower over there…  I worked on a farm in high school…  I also delivered newspapers.  Back then one was called the Arkansas-Gazette, which I delivered in the afternoon.  I delivered the Arkansas-Democrat [the other state newspaper] in the morning…  I got a $1.50 a week.  

Was the weather ever a problem when delivering?

When I was in the ninth grade it was the winter and it was solid ice [everywhere].  I got finished delivering those papers at 3:00 in the afternoon.  [Later that afternoon]  I turned in my resignation and went back home.  

Do you have any military experience?

I enlisted in the military for a year.  I had football scholarships, but all of the coaches said go ahead and get your year over with.  At that time, everyone had to serve a year… so I went into the Army National Guard, January 2, 1941.  I got discharged five years later.  I had no option [to leave after a year and go to college] because war broke out.  Everything was frozen.  In other words, I had to go to war…  In December of 1941 [subsequent to the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor], war broke out and I had to go ahead and go overseas.  I got my first 15 day leave in 1944…  When I got back [to the United States] in 1944, [Pauline] was still here.  I never will forget it.

Is that when you decided to get married?

I had been home three days… and one night I said, “Honey, I wish we could get married.”  She said, “Why don’t we?”  We did three days later…  I was stationed at Fort Bliss [Texas] for six weeks and they busted up the group and sent some of us to Camp Gruber [Oklahoma].  I was in the artillery, but crap, they did not need the artillery anymore.  They needed the infantry, so that is why we headed out to Camp Gruber.  We [as a couple] decided that [Pauline] would come home.  I would come [to Arkansas] on the weekends.

How were things at Camp Gruber?

They had a dispatch job in the motor pool, and I had a real good sergeant.  He put me to dispatching.  When I got finished with work on Saturday morning… we would not have to be back until Monday morning.  [The sergeant] got me a standing badge so that I could go to Russellville every weekend…  I would get out on Highway 22, I would have my bag packed, I would run out from my office to the road.  I would be home by 3:00 Saturday afternoon.  There was about four of us from Russellville in my outfit.  Camp Gruber was about 15 miles out of Muskogee.  I was up there for about 15 months.  I did not have a lot of friends up there.  

Where did you and Pauline live together for the first time?

A friend of my wife’s family, Miss Rankin, had a garage apartment.  It was a one-room apartment.  She said she would be happy for me and “Pot” to have that to stay in.  I was fortunate.  

Where did you go after Camp Gruber?

They moved the whole camp to Camp Rucker, Alabama.  [Before we left, Pauline] stayed on my back 24 hours a day to have a baby.  I knew I was going to have to go back overseas and I said no.  When I got my orders to go to Camp Rucker…  She got pregnant shortly after.  I said, “I think you need to go home.”  She said, “Yes, I need to go home.”  [But] she was pregnant, and she moved to Alabama with me.  [In Alabama, Pauline] had a little kerosene heater that she heated water, in and she took her bath in that bathtub.  She stayed down there with me until she could not get out of the tub by herself…  I put her on the train and sent her home.  [It was] August and I got discharged in September. 

What jobs did you hold after the military?

I took the civil service exam for the Veteran’s Administration and passed it.  Then, I was a merchant downtown here at Christmas for about four months…  In the mean time, I put a little money in the postal savings.  One day I went to pull it out and [the postmaster] said, “I would like you to come to work for the post office.  We need you, and you can work here under war temporary appointment.”  So, anyway, I went to work there that way, and the exam freeze was up so I took the exam and 136 people took the exam.  We only had five appointments available.  I made the third highest grade…  I was the only one of the four temporary [workers] that got to stay on.  I stayed there for 33 years.

When you were full-time, what did you do?

I was substitute cart carrier.  I carried the bag on my shoulder and delivered mail…  That went on for 13 years until one of the mail carriers retired.  So, [the postmaster] asked me if I wanted to take on that route.  I said, “Yes, I want that route.”  So, I had my own route.  I carried that route several years.  It was an eight-hour shift…  Then, the money order clerk retired and I transferred to inside clerk...  I worked my way up from there to be a civil service examiner…  I would give the exams [when people came in to take them], but in the mean time was the money order clerk. 

Was that it?

The town grew and [the postmaster] needed someone to be over the carriers and such.  There was a supervisor job, and at the time I was a senior clerk…  [The postmaster] asked me if I wanted that supervisor job and it would be a big promotion for me, so I took it.  I was supervisor of the mail carriers for seven years.  [The postmaster] had a mandatory retirement at 70.  He was really my buddy.  He was just like my daddy.  He really looked after me, and I tried to make it up to him by doing what I need to do.  He said, “Ed I want you to take my position after I retire.”  I said, “Do you think I could do it?”  He said, “I know you could do it.”  He showed me how to do the cash books and… he retired a little bit early.  

Was it hard to become a postmaster at that time?

[It] was a political appointment at that time… assigned through the senators of your area.  I have my [documentation] signed by Lyndon B. Johnson.  The Republicans wanted to get somebody in there [as postmaster], and I was a Democrat.  [For years] my congressman was Jim Trimble.  Around the time that Mr. Craig, the postmaster, retired.  Jim came up for election and before I realized it, he lost [to a Republican].  [Experiencing somewhat of a dilemma]  I was sitting in my office one day and the phone rang.  [The person on the other end] said, “Ed?”  I said, “Yes.”  He said, “It is Jim Trimble.  How are you doing old buddy?  I want to tell you something.  Don’t give up.  You don’t think that a Democratic president is going to take the advice of a Republican congressman down in your area do you?”  He said, “The President is going to ask two of the Democratic senators of your area [what they recommend for the appointment].  John McClellan and Bill Fulbright are your two senators.”  He did not know it, but I had someone already working on things.  I had this real good friend that was a state representative who was a good friend of John McClellan, and I already talked to Senator Fulbright.

So, what happened?

In Pope County, there were 49 Democratic Party committee members.  I got a petition with my [signature] on it, the postmaster of Russellville’s, and every one of those 49 committee members.  It was not easy, because they were all over the mountains.  Everything went through, and the Republicans were working just as hard to get somebody in there.  They didn’t have anybody who was already in the postal service, so that gave me a big leg up.  Everything worked out.  I was acting postmaster for 13 days, and that was the shortest time anyone had assumed that position in United States history.  Western Union called one day and said I had a telegraph…  it was from Lyndon and it said he just finished signing the Congressional Record making me the postmaster…  I served about 10 years and [the U.S. Post Office] went to a corporation [in 1971 the U.S. Post Office was reorganized as a quasi-independent government agency – Reebel 2002].  

Who was the biggest influence in your life?

There were so many… my two uncles Bill and Tom.  They were certainly big influences on my life.  My oldest brother who we called “Red.”  His name was Willie Virgil.  He did not like his name, so he took on “Red.”  He was not with us that much, but he was always checking on me and making sure I was okay.  I knew if I needed him, he would be there for me.  It was a crying shame.  He could have been anything he wanted to be.  In fact, I think he was a millionaire at one time [he was involved in agriculture], but his wife got sick and he had to put her into a mental institution at Tampa, Florida.  He showed me his bill once [it was quite expensive].  Well, I mean it was [more like] a resort.  She had tennis courts and a TV.  The counselors convinced him that if he ever took her out of there she would commit suicide.  He said he didn’t want that on his head…  [With expensive healthcare for his wife and a couple of bad freezes]  He lost everything he had - his factory, his big groves…  [Experiencing bankruptcy] he took his wife out [of the institution] and put her in the county hospital in Orlando.  She did not stay there too awful long.  She wanted to come home and see her kids.  She came home, and then her kids put her into the nursing home where she died on welfare.  

How are younger generations different from yours?

Well, dope was unknown [when I was growing up]…  As far as we were concerned, the alcohol was there, but it was for the older drunks of the town.  Nobody back then drank.  I can’t remember the police ever coming to my school to get somebody.  Nobody got robbed…  We would have an occasional “fist fight” if we could not get along, but otherwise everyone got along and everyone was a friend.  I think looking back though we had fun when I was a kid.  We fished and hunted, but we did not party.  We did not have cars like they do now…  We walked everywhere we went.  All in all, we had it a little better than this generation growing up. 

CHAPTER 5

NO OVERS

Biographical Information

Name: Shirley Jewel “Jo” (Haralson) Wallace 

Place of Birth: Atkins, Arkansas

Date of Birth: February 13, 1937  

What can you tell me about your family?

My father was Leanord B. Haralson and my mother was Aquila Kendrick Haralson. 

I married Charles W. Wallace on November 11, 1956.  We had two daughters - Charlene Danelle Wallace and Bearnice Rosezelle.  Sometimes it seemed like two too many.  I was only 19 when we married.  Lord, it feels like a lifetime ago…   

Did you graduate from high school?

Yes, I graduated from Perryville High School in May of 1956.  Our class song was “White Sports Coat [and a Pink Carnation]” by Marty Robins.  [Back then], I liked anything by Hank Williams Sr.  My favorite song was “Kaw-liga” [originally recorded in 1952 – Flippo 1997].  

Did you participate in any school activities?

I played softball and basketball when we lived in Lepanto, Arkansas.  I did enjoy other things as well.  In home economics courses, sewing and cooking were to my liking.  They still are.  I made my first dress in home economics class.  [It was] a real pretty robin’s egg blue with white ric rac [vintage trim].  

What hobbies do you currently enjoy?

I really enjoy paint and water color art.  I enjoy flower gardening - flowers of all kinds.  I like to quilt and collect old jars, Cupie Dolls, and blue birds.  [Friends and family] used to sit and visit and catch up on all the latest gossip during our little quilting sessions.   

How old were you when you voted for the first time at a presidential election?

Well, it was in 1964.  Nelson Rockefeller [Republican Governor of New York for Vice President] with some other yahoo [for President, Republican Senator of Arizona Barry Goldwater] was running [Democratic nominee Lyndon Johnson won in a lopsided victory – Dugger 1984].  We all had to go to Higgins Township to vote.  We all got ballot fees to vote for the “right man.”  I voted the way I wanted and took the money anyway.  We all knew the whole deal [politics] was as crooked as a dog’s back leg anyway.  

Where did you get your first job?

I worked at Browning’s Mexican Food in Little Rock, Arkansas.  My wages were $1.76 per hour, plus tips.  It sure don’t seem like much now days.  A feller would starve on that now.  Later I went to work for the Petit Jean Headlight in Morrilton, Arkansas.  I was an adjuster operator and headliner.  I really enjoyed that job.  Then, many years later, I owned a flower shop.

What is your strongest memory as a child?

My uncle, Void Kendrick, on my mother’s side was my favorite uncle.  I remember uncle Void had joined the service at 17…  Void was saying bye to everybody but me.  I was just heartbroken.  I tried so hard to get his attention, and he wouldn’t even turn his head my direction.  We were best swapin’ and jawin’ buddies.  I thought he was mad at me for some reason.  I was squallin-and-a-balling watching him walking down the road.  I did everything I could trying to get him to turn around.  [After] all the hollerin’ and wavein’ I did, it all fell on deaf ears.  I have never been so hurt in all my life.  Fifteen years later I found out the reason why.  He said he didn’t have the heart to tell me good bye because he was cryin’ too hard for leaving me.  If he had of looked at my face just once, he would not have been able to leave.

What kind of games did you play as a child?

Us girls played house, when we had time.  There was usually too many chores to be done. There was eight of us kids all together.  We picked buds and berries.  [We used] jar lids for plates.  I had a Cupie Doll.  Once, daddy caught a mole and stuffed it for a toy for us.  We played marble games, rolie polie, jacks, and hop-scotch.

What was the most exciting event in your childhood?

When I was a kid in Economy, my daddy bought the first radio in the community.  It was a cotton community.  That’s what we all did.  The neighbors would come and listen with us in the evening.  In 1949 or 1950, daddy bought [our] first television.  Wrestlin’ was a big thing for the men folk.  The ladies cooked for everyone, served refreshments, and usually quilted while the kids played.  [Back then] our favorite radio shows were The Creaking Door and The Grand Ole Opry on Sunday nights.

What was a typical day like on the farm?

We were cotton choppers and pickers.  [It was] back breaking work…  I was 10 when I started workin’ in the fields.  [I was a] skinny, pitiful lookin’ little thing.  It wouldn’t take much of a wind to carry me off, I tell ya that much.  Breakfast was a quick bite and [then we were] out the door.  [We usually had] sorghum molasses and a biscuit…  The most I ever picked in one day was 250 pounds.  The bigger boys could pick 300 to 400 pounds easy.  I always thought they put gumbo [a thick, sticky form of mud] in their sacks to make’em weigh more.  When we didn’t get caught, us kids would have fights [with the cotton].  Lunch was small [we] didn’t have time for much, just left over biscuits with a piece of hog jowl or fatback.  We were all draggin’ by the time supper came.  [We went] straight to bed after the chores were done.  We only worked a half- day on Saturdays.  [It was] payday!  Mom and daddy would haul a bale of cotton to town and sell it for supplies.  Me and my sister babysat the rest of the young’uns.  Sunday, no work [took place] except for meals.  Grandpa was an Assembly of God minister.  

What can you tell me about washing things?

Washday was always a nightmare with 10 people to boil and wash for.  We made our own lye soap to wash and bathe.  We did use rub boards too.  Our hands were sore and raw when we were through.  Ivory soap was just put out in the General Store as I recall.  [But] we still washed with lye.  I do remember the day that daddy bought momma a square tub ringer washing machine.  Boy, did we think we were choppin’ high cotton then.  The only problem was momma had always been clumsy and first thing, she got her hand and arm caught in the ringer.  It’s a wonder nothing got broke. 

Have you met your life goals?

[I] never set any goals.  [It] takes too much thought with all of life’s twists and turns.  There ain’t no guarantees that you’ll accomplish what you set out to do, so just take life as it comes.  We are only promised today.  Make the best of it before it has a chance to get worse.  Appreciate what you have, and don’t worry about the rest.  God will handle it.  I don’t have any regrets. 

Have you enjoyed your retirement?

I enjoy my retirement as much as a little pig snoozin’ in the sunshine.  I dropped everything and started enjoying life.  [I have been] flower gardenin’, vegetable gardenin’, paintin’, and water color paintin’ to my heart’s content.  I am a member of the United Daughters of the Confederacy [an organization of female descendants of those who served in the Confederate Army during the Civil War].  [I] travel and write books.  I have one published – Walkin’ Slow and Singing ‘em Ol’ Sad Songs (Wallace 2004).  I have another book that is almost done.  These books is about the family history on my momma’s side and all of their acts of bravery in the Civil War.  Our family is very big and [many of us] have accomplished a great deal…  I love to read since I retired.  My favorite book is The Thorn Birds (McCullough 1977) and [John] Grisham is one of my favorite authors.  

Is there anywhere you would like to go that you have not been?

I would like to visit Alaska before I leave this world.  I have been to Hawaii.  [I] would like to live there and keep these old bones warm.  The big island is like the “Greatest Generation” people [those born in the early 20th Century – Brokaw 1998]… genuine, laid back, and hard working. 

What things would you put in a time capsule?

[If I had one]  I would not want it opened until 100 years from now.  I would put my books inside and family tree information.  Do we have a very colorful family past!  My mother once told me that my grandmother burned the asylum where my great grandmother had been placed due to [Alzheimer’s Disease].  [She did it] because she found a bullet hole along the hairline of my great grandmother’s head.  She was a trained midwife and knew exactly what she was looking at.  The asylum tried to lie their way out of it, and Grandma would have no part of it.  They called it an accident.  Grandma made sure all of the patients were out of the building and then set it ablaze.  No one ever figured it out.  Grandma always felt bad about taking her momma there.  She thought she was getting help for her momma, but instead it was the cause of her death.  Burning the building was only a small restitution for her sorrows.

What words of wisdom would you have for the youth of today?

No overs [going beyond your limits or getting too many chances].  [Young people today should] go back and live like the people in the early 1900’s.  They were called the “Greatest Generation” because every generation since has proven it to be correct.  Think about it.  Do it right.  Think through things.  Don’t just leap into things like you don’t have any sense.  Like a goose wandering around with its head in the air lookin’ for rain.  I guess you know that means, “drownin’ in your own crap.”  [Young people today are] too wrapped up in themselves to be concerned about anyone else’s well being.  It’s a shame how communities are not together anymore.  Everybody used to help one another in times of trouble, and celebrate the happiness together when the community would come together and help a neighbor out.  You know, barn raiseins’, corn huskin’, well witchin’, house raiseins’ for families who got burned out or had a bad crop and occasionally newly wedded couples.  Yeah, communities were like kin back then.  It’s really a sad day, we will never go back to those days.  It’s over and done with.  Hardly anybody even knows their neighbor now or even wants to.  I still say everybody gets one chance in this life, make it worthwhile.  Remember, absolutely NO OVERS!  More than once in my way of thinking is cheating someone else out of theirs.

CHAPTER 6

RUSSELLVILLE’S FIRST CHURCH OF CHRIST WEDDING

Biographical Information

Name: Mattie Elaine (Wait) Dale 

Place of Birth: Linker Mountain

Date of Birth: October 10, 1914

What can you tell me about your family?
My father was Charlie Baskersville Wait and my mother was Minnie Myrtle Eubank Wait.  I married William Clint Dale on February 23, 1942.  I lost my first child [Robert Keith] but tried again.  I successfully had two children - Lyndal Wayne Dale and Donna Louise Dale.  I am proud of both children for graduating from Harding University [a Christian institute in Searcy, Arkansas] where both met their future spouses.  I have five grandchildren [that also went to Harding University] and nine great grandchildren, all of which live in a Christian environment with plans to attend a Christian university as well…  I get through the hard times by a lot of praying and remembering that the best education you can get is through the Bible and remembering to put God first.

Where did you go to school?

I went to Oak Grove - London school through the eighth grade.  That’s the north side of Linker Mountain.  I went there all eight years.  I went to high school in Dover.  I went, but it was in broken terms…  I went there for about a year and a part of another one.  [The school closed]… and then I stopped.  I taught a year and a half… then I helped my two sisters, Nanny and Sue, go to school.  One went to Jerusalem and the other went to Russellville.  ‘Cause I worked, I got to help pay some [of Nanny’s] way.  Sue played ball to pay for her school tuition at Jerusalem.

What was your first job and did you have any others?

[I was] teaching at that [rock schoolhouse built on the south side of Linker Mountain] when they consolidated Oak Grove and Hickory Glade…  I just worked there a summer term, a winter term and then a summer term.  That fall I went to business [school], where I took short hand.  Then [I] went to work down in the county agent’s office on the Triple A Program.  It was an agriculture program where the airplanes flew over and would take pictures of the farms all over Pope County.  They had committeemen that went out and measured the land, and we in the office figured out how much cotton and corn and everything each farmer had.  We then made a worksheet for them showing them their entire crop.  I did that for a good long while…  Once I worked for the Witherspoon Gin.  I weighed in cotton and bought cottonseed.  I took care of the gin during the fall season.  

Did you ever leave Arkansas to work?

Once I was off in the summer time, and I went to Detroit and worked in a J. L. Hudson Store.  [It was one of the first and biggest department stores] in the nation.  I was scared to death!  Most of my work has been bookkeeping and office work.  I never did go on and finish college [even] when they made it mandatory to have a college degree to teach.  [After that], I had to have money some way, so I started working in the county agent’s office.  When I came back from Detroit… my uncle called me and told me that they had a job at the bank they would hold for me if I would come back and take it.  I came back and went to work at the Bank of Russellville in 1940…  Anyway, I worked in that until I married my husband in February of 1942.  I still worked there until they drafted him that fall and he went and took training.  I worked there at the bank ‘til the end of 1942.  

Did you move with him when he left Russellville?

I went with him to Hondo, Texas.  That’s 40 miles below San Antonio.  I worked down there in the USO club for about a year, and then I took the civil service examination.  They wanted me out on the field working officer’s personnel.  I worked out there for Major Mayall until the war was over.  Then, we came home in 1945… when World War II was over.  [Before we left] we had bought a home in Russellville.  Mother and daddy had lived in it while we were gone.  [When we returned] we got them another place…  I didn’t work when we came back ‘cause we started a family.  

Would it be possible to give me a few more details about your family?

When I worked at the bank is when I met my husband, William Dale.  [We met] at the barbershop he worked in and owned.  [It was] right behind the bank.  We got married on February 23, 1942 in Russellville, Arkansas at the Church of Christ.  We had, well; we lost our first son.  He was smothered in delivery and we lost him while [my husband] was in the service.  We got home in 1945 and Lyndal Wayne Dale was born in 1946.  He was the only one [until] I had a girl born six and a half years later - Donna Louise Dale.  Both are married…  Lyndal married Loretta Taylor and Donna married David Smith. 

Would it be possible to discuss your work for the military in more detail?

I worked in officer’s personnel and kept the roster for all the officers on that big field.  There were several thousand on that field.  Every day I had to go get the “special orders” before they came in…  Then at the end of the month, I would take five girls and spruce it up.  [We would] type it over fresh and new, and then have it printed.  Some of the girls would type, some would print it, and some would proof read.  We would put it together and have it ready by the fifth of every month, so every month they got new rosters, and I was over that.  [Again] that was in Hondo, Texas, an Air Force base just below San Antonio.    

What exactly did your husband do in the military?

He was in the Air Force and he was a barber… they set him up to cutting hair.  [He was assigned] overseas duty twice, but the commanding officer got him off ‘cause [the commanding officer] couldn’t find anybody [else] to cut hair.  We got to set up a barbershop on the field and cut hair the whole time.

What about your childhood do you remember?

I got up, had cows to milk, and chickens to feed…  Later, I got to help in cooking breakfast.  Then, when we was old enough, Nanny and I always had to go to the field and work.  We plowed and used whatever kind of machinery we could, but we didn’t have any tractors…  I learned how to drive and work with a horse.  So, I helped with all the farm life and during the day we worked in the field or garden…  When in school, we were there from 8:00 to 4:00.  At school, the older ones that were there would help with the first grade and the second grade meetings.

Did your family move around a lot?  

[I] never moved during my life…  until I was grown and left home.  We never moved.  [Everyone] stayed on the farm on Linker Mountain after I had left...  Well [in fact], most of us kids had left home.  Daddy had borrowed $1000 during the terrible depression [the Great Depression] for us to live on and put it against the house.  We eventually lost [the house] ‘cause we couldn’t pay [the money back].  Times were hard!  You have no idea.  You couldn’t get money for anything in about the 1920s.  From about the late 1920s to about 1935 were the worst [years] we ever knew.  When I moved out, I came to Russellville to work.  I moved in with my uncle’s folks.  I moved ‘cause I didn’t have a way to come to work from way out on the mountain.  I had to move closer to my job.  When I got married, we bought a home and got it all set up and moved in.  Then, he [William Dale] got drafted and left in August of 1942.  I lived there by myself until he came back from his basic training.  We lived on “C” street… that rock house out there.  It was a wonderful home.  [It was] nothing real fine, but it was extra good for me.

What was your biggest success in life?

That’s hard to decide, I really don’t know if I could decide.  I’ve always put God first.  I have really tried.  Way back there, when I went to take that teacher’s examination by myself, I knew I was taking all [our] money.  Seven dollars [is all] we had to live on.  I went to that side bedroom and I prayed and I laid that hand on that Bible and I prayed for God to let me pass… and he did!  That was a big success, ‘cause I had never done anything like that before.  Also, my marriage was a big success ‘cause there had never been a church wedding here in Russellville for the Church of Christ…  It was a little white frame building where we went to church at, and I didn’t have a clue on how to plan a wedding.  I had planned on not having a big wedding at all.  I was just going to have Brother [Robert H.  Johnson], our preacher, marry us.  I had a friend I had been going to church with there in Russellville, and Mrs. Holland had thought we were going to get married.  She told me she wanted to know about it.  She put us in to have a church wedding.  I told her I didn’t know how to plan a wedding.  She said, “Let me plan, it let me plan it,” so I let her plan it.  This was just two weeks before we got married.  It was my wedding in 1942 that was the first church wedding in Russellville for the Church of Christ.  I thought that was special. 

What was your biggest failure?
I had some failures, but they all turned to good.  I wanted to be a nurse, but there was no way in the world for me to know how to get that kind of training.  I just didn’t know how.  Nobody in my family knew. 

What has been the main goal of your life?

I’ve had goals all my life.  My main goal was to have a Christian home.  I have told two or three different  [men] who proposed to me that I didn’t want to have a home without [it] being a Christian home.  For I had promised God that I was going to live a faithful life, and I was going to do it.  I got to live a good life.  

CHAPTER 7

KEEPING THE GIRLS COVERED

Biographical Information

Name: Betty (Pilcher) Smoke 

Place of Birth: Malvern, Arkansas

Date of Birth: August 5, 1936

What can you tell me about your family?

My parents were Ervin and Hattie Pilcher.  In 1955, I married my husband Clifford Smoke after his tour in Germany in the Army.  We had two sons.  The oldest is Kevin.  Our youngest [Michael Kim] passed way in 1994 from cancer.  They were the most behaved youngsters until they hit the age of 14.  Then, they turned into little hooligans.  They still weren’t as bad as some of the other boys around the neighborhood.  Kevin now owns his own construction company here in Russellville.  He was working for another construction company, but left because he believed in quality in his work.  

What was it like growing up in Malvern in the “good old” days?

Well, my family was poor, but it did not make us what we were.  We were probably poor, but we were rich with spirit.  My life was “simple.”  [My mother] grew most of our own food.  My dad worked as a mechanic.  My [siblings] helped my mom every day out in our garden.  Neighbors, back then, actually spent time together.  Today, Clifford and I do not even know who our neighbors are.  They do not talk or even acknowledge us.  [They] just occasionally nod their heads.  Back in 1964, we had a couple move [next to us].  They were about our age.  We used to barbecue every weekend.  We knew everything about them…  We helped each other when we had problems.  I wish I knew what happened to that.  

What is your most favorite memory has a child?

I was still in school…  I think [it was] in the summer.  One of my closest friends got her father’s truck for the day.  Back then, it wasn’t illegal to sit in the bed [back] of a truck.  Well, we went to Lake Ouachita to go swimming and meet up with some other friends from school.  It was sunny and very warm.  We all changed into our bathing suits and ran down the dock to jump in.  Well my top was loose… when I jumped in my top came off.  

Did you realize it right away?

I did not know until a friend’s boyfriend pulled it out of the water.  Everybody got a good laugh about it but me.  I was embarrassed.  Well, trying to “keep the girls” covered, I chased after him.  We ran around for awhile until he finally gave up and gave my top back.  I was really embarrassed.  [Regardless], when the sun started going down, this is my favorite memory here, we all stripped down and went skinny-dipping.  That turned out to be an interesting night!

While you were growing up, did you idolize anyone?

I idolized my father.  He didn’t have any education, but he was smart as can be when it came to cars.  He could fix anything from American cars to foreign made cars.  He didn’t even have to see a particular vehicle, but after a few minutes he could take it apart and put it back together again without any manual.  I remember when he would get a car that he had never seen before.  He would open the hood and just stare at the inside for hours.  He [would stare at a car] for two to three hours before he ever put his hands inside.  My father taught me that if you wanted something, you really have to work at it.  Even if the rewards at first don’t seem realistic, they will be realistic at the very end.  If it wasn’t for my dad, I wouldn’t be the person I am today.  He passed away a few years back.  I really miss him.  

How old were you when you got your first job?  

It has been over 50 years.  What I do remember is that I got the job while I was still in school.  I worked at a nickel and dime store getting paid 50 cents an hour.  I thought that was great.  I bought my own clothes, shoes, and stuff for school.  That, I believe, was my last paying job.  When Clifford and I had children, that became my job.  I loved every second of it.  My youngest child asked me one day, “If you like being a mommy, why not have more babies?”  I told him two was enough for me to handle…  Now people do not think homemakers have a real job, but we do the cooking, housekeeping, raising the kids, and [plenty of] other wifely duties.  

Where did your husband work?

My husband Clifford worked for [Dardanelle and Russellville Railroad].  Actually, he worked all over the country.  If a worker took off a few weeks for vacation, we would sell everything we owned… except what we could fit in the station wagon.  Clifford and I moved to Russellville in the 1960s.  I have seen this place grow from 8,000 people to what it is today.  When we moved here, there wasn’t much here but the railroad company, feed mill, lumber mill, and a few nick-knack shops.  Most of the people [at that time] lived outside the city limits. 

So, I’ve heard you and your husband have done some traveling.

Yes, but we haven’t been any where in a while because of Clifford…  I have to do the driving now.  I don’t like to drive unfamiliar places.  The most beautiful place I think we traveled [to] has to be New Zealand.  New Zealand is the cleanest country I have been to.  The air was clean and refreshing and the scenery was just beautiful.  It [can] take your breath away.  Australia was another place we visited.  It too had very lovely scenery.  We visited Sydney [the most populated city in Australia].  The people were nice, but I enjoyed New Zealand a lot better.  Clifford and I also traveled to Europe.  We visited Holland [the Netherlands], Paris [France], and London [England].  Holland was the strangest place we went.  Everybody was walking around smoking marijuana like regular cigarettes.  They sold it in every shop we went to.  Plus, there were the “ladies of the evening” [prostitution is legal in the Netherlands] showing themselves off to people on the streets.  I remember this one time on the bus, there was this one gray-headed “lady” standing on the balcony.  The bus driver pointed to her and said, “she was a lady of many, many, many evenings.”  Everybody on the bus just laughed for the rest of the trip.  

Is there anywhere you wanted to travel to but did not get a chance?

The one place I wanted to visit was Alaska.  Clifford and I had a cruise and train trip booked, but had to cancel because I got really sick.  We had to turn back.  That [was] years ago.  Now we can not take another trip.  We are getting older and it’s hard for us to run around the airports.

What has it been like being married to the same man for 50 years?

It’s been wonderful.  Every couple has their problems, but you work through them.  After a while you are so used to the other that it’s strange when the other person isn’t there.  That’s what most young people don’t understand.  You don’t run out and get a divorce every time you get mad at your spouse.  You stay and work it out.  It’s like they say, everything gets better with time.  There are sometimes when he can get on my nerves, especially when it comes to finding things around the house.  

So, do you think married couples do not have a high level of commitment?

Couples today do not try to make their relationships work… that, and divorce is way too easy to get these days.  What ever happened to working problems out?  Nowadays it is easier to get a divorce than to get help.   

What are the biggest lessons you have learned in life?

I have learned a lot in my years.  One, you have to work really hard to get the things you truly want.  Second, life is all about living to your fullest potential.  Third, [without] a loving spouse… without Clifford… my life would [not be] complete.  [Finally], material objects are fine unless you let them take over your life.  

If you could change anything about your past, what would you change?

[I would have] traveled more.  I really wished we could have traveled more and to more places…  Other than that, I believe all the mistakes I made in my past only helped me be the person I am today.   

Growing up with what you call a “simple” life, how do you think kids today have it?

Actually, the way I see it kids today have it harder.  They have to go to college to get a good job.  They have all these gadgets interfering with their lives, because of computers no one knows how to write a good letter anymore.  Nobody wants to pick up the phone and call you to say “hi.”  Unless, of course, it’s one of those cell phones and even then they type in their message instead of just calling the other person.  Kids today seem to be only interested in their lives and not care about anything else.  So, yeah, I would say that they have it harder.  Most of the kids today just want things given to them.   

So, what advice do you have for younger generations?

Work hard and never give up.  Work hard [and] you will succeed in whatever you want to do in your life.  Give up [and] you will never understand what it means to be successful.  That is a problem with [younger people] today.  They want everything now, instead of working for it.  When they get it, they do not take care of whatever it was they got.   

CHAPTER 8

JOSEPH’S MIGULLYOBLAGOTTA 

Biographical Information

Name: JoAnn (Barborek) Smith 

Place of Birth: Russellville, Arkansas

Date of Birth: December 27, 1936

What can you tell me about your family?
My father was Frank Joseph Barborek Jr. and my mother was Francis [Masek] Barborek.  I married Billy Smith in 1959.  We had one child, Robert Steven Smith.  

Where did your name come from?

I was originally supposed to be a boy.  Daddy’s name was Frank Joseph Barborek Jr., so I was going to be Frank Joseph Barborek III.  I ended up being a girl, so they used my daddy’s middle name Joseph to get Jo.  My mom and dad both had sisters named Ann.  

What was it like growing up in the late 1930s and 1940s in Pope County?

Grandma and Grandpa gave my momma and daddy a farm.  That is where I grew up.  Dad’s mother and daddy lived with us until they passed away.  My mom and dad had to take care of them… that was the deal [if they took care of my grandparents they would] get the house and farm…  On our farm, we had chickens, cows, and pigs.  We had soybeans, cotton, and corn.  The farm was located where Lake Dardanelle is now.  [As a] matter of fact, where the visitor center is now [100 State Park Drive], there was a road there that went from the house to the farm.  We all helped out on the farm.  Daddy had some workers, but we all had to help - especially in the summer time.  I milked cows.  I loved to milk cows.  I started when I was about six years old and did one per day.  By the time I was 14, daddy would be out in the field, mom would be canning or in the garden, my sister would be helping her, and I would be milking cows.  Fourteen [cows] is the most I ever did by myself by hand.  There were no automatic milkers in that day. 

Did your dad have a vehicle the whole time you were growing up?
[He had] a wagon.  He had a Model T, but I can’t remember when he got it.  I was born in 1936, and I remember a picture taken with me as a baby with my grandma holding me in the car…  When my family moved here from Texas, there was no Catholic Church.  They would take a wagon to the depot and ride a train to Atkins for church.

How many siblings do you have?

I have a sister four years younger than me, a brother six years younger than me, and a brother that is eight years younger than me.  Their names are Sara Prohl Frances, Frank Joseph, and William [Bill] Lewis.

Where did you go to school?

I went to school where the Russellville Fire Department #2 is up on Norristown Mountain - on Skyline Drive.  In the seventh grade, they cut it down from eight grades to six, so I had to go to junior high in town.  We rode the bus then.  Before that, we did not have a bus.  Daddy almost always took us [to school] in the mornings, because he was going to the field.  We had to walk home in the afternoons… no matter what the weather was like.

Did all grades attend school in the same building or were there separate ones?

We had all the grades in the same building… two rooms.  We had two teachers…  What they did was, they would start with one section of the class and while they were working on that [they] would start teaching the other grades.  We all had one textbook, the same one, and one tablet [to write on].  That is all we used.  For lunch, we had one lady that cooked.  She cooked homemade meals like pinto beans and cornbread.  Stuff like that.  She had a kitchen.  We went and got our trays and sat at our desks and had our lunch.  On the days that she was not available, we would all bring our lunch.  The most I can remember us having in that school was about 84 [students].

Can you tell me an interesting story from your childhood?

We had all eight grades in [one] school [building].  We had four grades in one room and four in the other.  During lunch hour, we would all play softball or some sort of game.  Anyway, Pete Simpson would call me “Joseph’s migullyoblagotta.”  Where he got it, I don’t know and he doesn’t even remember, but [for calling me that] I would take pretty good-sized rocks and throw them at him.  I’m surprised I didn’t hurt him and kill him.

Outside of working on your parent’s farm, what was your first job?

When I graduated high school, I went to work for Sugar Creek Creamery.  My typing teacher recommended me because her sister-in law worked there.  They were looking for someone, and I typed all the orders for the places that wanted mix… places like the Dairy Queen and Tasty Freeze.  

Did you ever work any other places?

[I wanted] to be married with four kids.  I didn’t really make it.  I got married, and I got one kid.  I just wanted to live in the country.  I really didn’t intend to work, but once I started, I liked it so I stayed.  I worked at the Pope County Courthouse in the circuit clerk’s office from 1957-2001, except for four years, when I stayed at home with our son.  He is adopted.  I stayed home until he went to kindergarten.  I retired in 2001.  I stayed home about a year, and I got my picture albums about all caught up and did some things I wanted to do.  Then, I just kind of got bored, so I decided to go back to work.  I called a couple of different places, but they said they did not need anybody.  So, I called Mary Brown, the owner of Heritage Title & Closing Company and she said that she didn’t really need anybody, but she talked it over with Barbara Pearson, one of her employees, and they decided they could use me.

How did you meet your husband?

My cousin’s mom and dad had a band.  They were playing at a dance one night and he was there.  [My cousin] already knew him, and she introduced us.  We got married when I was almost 23.  I lived with my parents until we got married.  We lived in an apartment on South Arkansas, right at the edge of Fourth Street.  A couple lived in the bottom part, and we rented the top part.  It was $55 a month.  [It had] two big bedrooms, a big kitchen, and living room.  The only bad thing was that it was upstairs, but it was O.K.  Bill worked at Safeway… he would walk that block, and I would walk to the courthouse.  

What major historical event affected your life the most?

I think…  President [John F.] Kennedy’s assassination.  I really liked him.  I thought he was for the [interests of] young people.  Of course, we don’t know what would have happened [if he would not have died].  My husband and I went to Dardanelle to get my cousin [on the day Kennedy was shot] and take her to the airport in Fort Smith so that she could go to Dallas to meet her husband.  Of course, all the flights were cancelled because of what had happened.

Do you have any unmet goals? 

I had a chance to go to work for the [Federal Bureau of Investigation]…  One day, one of the girls said, “JoAnn, you have a call.  It is a gentleman from the FBI.”  Of course, I froze.  I thought to myself, “What have I done wrong?”  They wanted me to go to work at The Pentagon in Washington, D.C.  I think that I wished I would have done it.  I would have been a secretary.  I guess I just didn’t want to leave home.




What is your biggest success in life?

I guess, besides getting married, it would be adopting my son.  I mean, I really did want children.  We wanted another baby, but they didn’t want to give us one because we were older.  They wanted us to have one that was like three or four.  We were 34 and 35 when we adopted Steve.  They wanted to give babies to younger couples.

What do you see as the best and worst things about aging?

The good thing is that you learn a lot.  The bad thing is that your health starts going down, and you naturally worry about that part.  My mother and dad lived to be 88 and 91, and one of my aunts lived to be 102.  So, maybe my life will be long, but I don’t know…  I would like to see my son do this [or that] or my granddaughter graduate and get married.

CHAPTER 9

A GREAT ARTIST PUT ON LAWAWAY

Biographical Information

Name: Letty (Jones) Duvall

Place of Birth: Pottsville, Arkansas

Date of Birth: April 24, 1920

What can you tell me about your family?

I was the youngest of 12 brothers and sisters.  I had nine sisters and three brothers.  I can’t really remember their ages, because they were all different ages.  I do know that one of my sisters was two years older than me.  My mother was born in 1877, married at the age of 15, and [when she was around] 17 to 18 she started her family.  Every two or three years she would have a child.  My mother was 43 when I was born.  They didn’t have birth control back then, so the families were usually pretty big.  My father’s side was a pretty big family.  All his brothers lived pretty close to us and each uncle had a big family.  You just had to marry what was in your community.  I do remember having three nieces that were older than me.

You were born in Pottsville.  Where exactly were you born?

I was born in a big old farmhouse in Pottsville up on Crow Mountain - near the Pottsville rural route.

Did you marry?  

Yes, I was married [to Leland Duvall] on November 3, 1945 after World War II ended.

Did you two have any kids? 

My husband and I adopted two girls - Connie and Brenda.  As far as I remember, Brenda has gone through five marriages.  I don’t believe she’s married at this point.  I have three grandkids.  They all finished college.  My grandkids [are] two boys and a girl.  They’re all married.

What was work like growing up? 

All there was, was a cotton hoe.  I was a farm girl growing up in the [Great] Depression.  During it, no one ever really had money.  You always had to work for what you needed, or wanted.  We grew our own food, and we made our own clothes.  At that time, spoiling wasn’t something ever seen.  We were lucky to even see maybe two pairs of shoes…  I do remember working for a telephone company after the Depression…  It was called the Western Arkansas Telephone Company.  [What I got paid] working with the telephone company, I can’t remember.  I’m not going to tell you an amount because I’m afraid I might be wrong.  I don’t want someone reading this and saying, “Well, that’s too much.  I didn’t get paid that much, or that’s not what I got paid while working there.”

How did the Great Depression influence your family life as a child?

Well, we grew our food and made our own clothes as I mentioned before.  There weren’t any soup kitchens for anyone here that I know of during the Depression.  We did have commodities to sign up for, but that didn’t mean that everyone could get them.  We did have sharecroppers around though.  [They were] people who owned land and would rent it out to other farmers.  The farmers, who produced crops, would give a certain percentage to whoever owned the land, and they kept the rest.  Say there were 10 rows of corn, the person who owned the land would get three rows and the person who farmed it [would get] the rest.  My mother had an orchard and we sold our fruit…  that’s what we did.  My mother also had land.  Well, we would rent it out to other farmers.  

How important was formal education back then?

During that time… the kids never really went and finished their education.  Everyone pretty much started working as soon as the Depression hit.  You couldn’t finish college or high school.  You got married, started a family, and worked.  My youngest brother, who was 16 [at the time], got married, started a family, and farmed on my mother’s land… he was a very hard worker.  

How far did you get in school?

Well, I know that I finished up my high school in Pottsville.  My husband finished up his college at Arkansas Tech University with his GI Bill.  During grade school, they had these buses that had seats on the outside near the windows and in the middle, there was a huge seat where they could just sit kid after kid kind of like a sandwich.  The buses were never empty.  They were always full, but they hauled mostly grade schoolers.  I remember that back then you could drive with a permit at the age of 14.

It seems like you made many of your own things.  What do you remember buying?

Well, we never really bought our clothes [back then], and like I said, we grew our own food so we really didn’t buy anything either.  I guess you could say that we did buy yards of fabric every so often.  I think it was about 25 to 30 cents a yard.  Shoes were $1.98 a pair.  [Today people need to] watch where they spend their money…

Was your husband in the military? 

Yes, he was.  He was in the 5th Armored Division in Germany. 

How did you and your husband end up together?

He came to help teach a singing class.  [When we met] he had that look about him that said an older man shouldn’t date someone younger.  [But I knew he was thinking], “When she grows up, I’m going to marry her.”  He let me grow up, so he could court me.  

Is that what ended up happening?

Well, I grew up and got engaged to another man, but I saw Leland in Hector at a recital…  I said to [my fiancé] that I hadn’t seen Leland in a very long time, and I would like to go talk to him.  I asked [my fiancé] if he wanted to go over with me to meet [Leland].  He said, “No!”… So, I went to talk to Leland [by myself].  Leland told me that he heard I was engaged.  I told him that I was.  I must of ended up staying [with Leland] a little too long…  [My fiancé] was mad when I got back.  I believe that he was jealous of Leland Duvall.  Soon after that I ended my engagement.  On the day that Leland was being shipped off to a train to California, my ex was on the same train as well.  I remember Leland writing me and telling me that he met [my ex-fiancé].  Leland asked him if he was still engaged to me.  He told him he wasn’t.

So, did you start seeing Leland regularly after that occurred?

 The times he got to see me was when he was on furlough.  I remember when he would come to see me he would take a taxi up, pay the driver, and tell him that [after] his last stop… come back and pick him up.  The taxi driver came and picked him up each time.

What is different about society now as compared to then?

Well, [when I was growing up in Pottsville] everyone was a farmer.  Everyone walked to church.  Everything was always revolving around the church.  Young boys would walk the girls to and from church.  [They would also walk them] to and from school.  We had candy pulling [candy such as taffy was cooked out of molasses, cut into small pieces, and pulled to thin it after it cooled].  We played games and square danced.

When did you notice that the times were changing?

Up on Crow Mountain during the war, there was no electricity…  There weren’t any telephones up here before the war either.  When Leland came back, we got a dial phone, but to call someone, you had to call the operator and ask the operator for the number that you wished to call.  So, basically, you couldn’t call anyone without an operator. 

Do you remember the price for a house or a car during that time?

No, we already had a house and had no use for a car.  When Leland worked at the Courier, he [did go to] Little Rock and bought a car.  The car that he had bought, had likely came from the north, because it had rust spots from the salt being thrown on the road.  I think that he bought it for around $700.  

Aside from playing games, what were your hobbies growing up?

[My mother] did teach me how to knit…  I made clothes and quilts.  When I adopted my girls, I made their clothes for them.  They really loved it.  They preferred it over store bought clothes.  [I have always loved] to do gardening.  I guess you could say that I love to watch things grow.  I always thought that if you had a problem, you could solve it by gardening.  I found gardening to be my therapy.  Every time that I had a problem, I would take myself to the garden and work…  I remember taking art classes.  Mostly, painting came to me naturally.  I remember a lady coming to Pottsville to teach a few art classes.  The class itself didn’t cost any money, but you had to buy your brush, paint, and canvas.  Canvas isn’t like what it is today, all stretched.  We just simply glued it to a board and 

started painting.  There was a lady by the name of Sheila Parsons.  She taught painting classes in Conway.  [Once], I went to her class.  She was a watercolorist, and all I had was my oil paints.  She told me that I could use them though.  She showed me a lot of things [I could do] with oil paint.  So, after some time, I started to believe that I was really good.  

Did you sell any of your paintings?

I remember [somebody once] told me that maybe I should go ahead and put my paintings in a show.  I followed that advice and did it.  Soon, I found out that people actually wanted to buy my paintings, so I started selling them.  I remember selling at least 200 paintings.  It might have been more, but I’m not sure.  While I was selling them I was giving some away too.   

Who was the biggest influence in your life? 

My mother was the biggest influence in my life because my father died when I was two.  She taught me, made me work, showed me how to sew and cook, and she was my psychiatrist.  She always told me to “buck up against it.”  Since my mother was my psychiatrist, she thought digging in the dirt solved everything.  So, she always put a cotton hoe in my hand and put me to work.  When you’re out there working you don’t care about much anymore.  You’re hot, tired, sore, sweaty, and dirty.  By the time you were done with working, you were too tired to care for anything.

What is your biggest success in life?

My biggest success would have to be, according to Leland, that I was put on layaway while he was away in the war.  We had a great life together. 

CHAPTER 10

MILITARY LIFE

Biographical Information

Names: Edmond Douglas Casey and Rosie (Harris) Casey 

Places of Birth: Magic Springs, Arkansas, and Treat, Arkansas

Dates of Birth: August 14, 1926 and June 26, 1927

Doug, can you tell me about your family?

I was born to Charlie Lee Casey Edmond and Dolly Blaire Casey.  I am known as Doug to my family, friends, and various relatives.  

Rosie, what about you?

I was born to Charlie and Alice Harris.  Doug and I were married on July 8, 1944.  We have four sons, one daughter, ten grandchildren, and eight great-grandchildren.  We have lived in Dover, Arkansas for over 40 years.

Doug, where did you grow up?  What was it like growing up there?

When I was two years old my parents separated, and I went to live with my granddad and two bachelor uncles in Searcy County.  Their place was between Witt Springs and Snowball.  My uncles were named Jack and John.  This was during the [Great] Depression, and we had to raise our own food.  No such thing as going to the grocery store to buy something to eat.  Corn was our main staple, but we also raised potatoes, peas, and beans.  That’s how we survived.  We didn’t eat much beef because there was no way to preserve it.  Instead, we ate lots of pork because we could salt and cure it.  The hogs were turned out to free range.  When we needed some meat, we took some corn to catch a hog.  This was called to “hole them up.”  We kept them in a pen for a few weeks to fatten them up before they were butchered.  We hunted squirrels and rabbits… deer and turkey were almost unheard of.  They had been “hunted out” in that area.  We also fished at Richland Creek.  Most of our time was spent plowing the fields with a mule driven plow, harvesting crops, and carrying water.  We always had plenty of fruit, apples, peaches, and berries.  Most of the fruit we dried.  We had running water.  I had to “run” and get it from the creek with two lard buckets.  The creek wasn’t that far away from the house, but the wire handles of the lard buckets dug into my hands.  We had a spring coming out of the mountainside below the bluff that kept eggs and milk cool.  School was a luxury but I did finish grade school and then went to work.  There were no kids within five miles of where I lived when I was of school age.  I can’t say they weren’t good times, although at the time I didn’t think so. 

Doug, did you have any brothers and sisters?

Corrine is my sister by my mom and dad.  My mother remarried to Lynn Letts.  They had six children.  My dad remarried and also had six [other] children.  It’s sad that my folks divorced and had children that I didn’t [ever get to] know.  There are some of them I wouldn’t even know if I met them out on the street.  That’s sad, but that’s the way it is.

Rosie, where did you grow up?  

I grew up in [Treat].  Daily life was chores and helping my mom.  I liked school but had to quit in the third or fourth grade because my mom got [sick].  Everyone thought she was going to die.  Her kidneys got real bad.  I had to help with the chores and taking care of my brothers and sisters.  I am the oldest girl.  Mary, Minnie, and Jewel are my younger sisters.  Johnny, Dave, Eddie, and Bill are my brothers.  We raised corn, beans, cucumbers, watermelons, and potatoes - the usual stuff.  People used to get together to make mattresses.  The women would gather cotton, ticking, and sewing needles.  Then, they would show us how to make the edges.  At times, the women would gather to make quilts.  This would happen about every two months or so.  I never went to any country-dances in my life because my dad was particular about that.  Young people would come to our house, and we would get together and play games.  We played hide and seek, Annie over, hop scotch, and things like that.  At that time, there were no community churches, but traveling preachers would pass through and hold meetings.  [They would hold them] at the school house or people’s homes.  I’ve cooked and raised kids all my life…  Kids today would starve to death [if they had to make it on their own] because they don’t know how to plant, pick crops, or can [food].  We would go to the store to get flour, sugar, or salt.  We usually saved that for the weekends if someone came by.  Coffee and sugar was [given out in allotted blocks] back then.  We had stamps to buy them.

Doug, what did you do when you decided to leave home?

I struck out on my own and went to work…  While I was working on a farm down by the river, the military drafted me.  I was sent for a few weeks of training out near Tyler, Texas.  It was out in the sand.  It was a little place called Camp Phantom.  I don’t know if it even exists right now or not.  There were tarpaper shacks throwed up out there.  I was then shipped out to the Philippines…  [For] 27 days, I never saw land. 

Where did you end up?

First land was Hollandia, West Dutch New Guinea [currently Jayapura City]….  From there [I went to] the Philippines – Leyte, Los Negros [Island], and then Panay.  While [I was] there [the United States] dropped the atom bomb to get the Japanese to surrender.  On the island of Panay, we had 1800 Japanese hemmed up.  We knowed we had some, but we didn’t know [until later] that we had that many.  Of course, [the Japanese soldiers] were starving because they had to live off the land since we had cut off their supply lines.  They were practically out of ammunition.  When the war ended, to rub the scab raw, we had to put up tents for them.  Think about it, yesterday you were shooting at them…  today you are putting a tent up for them…  Then, in September of 1945, we went up to Korea to round the Japanese up to ship them back to Japan.  Now all this was with the 40th Infantry Division - the old California National Guard, the Sunburst insignia. 

What other aspects of World War II do you remember?

About the only thing [soldiers] thought of was survival.  Of course, we knew who the enemy was and all of that.  We knew that Japan jumped on us at Pearl Harbor of December 1941.  [We] didn’t have time to think much about it really.   

Is there a specific story you can recount?

I’ll tell you one little story.  Actually, it’s [about] psychological warfare.  At night when you’re out there in the jungle, you dig a hole for two people to stand watch…  The times you stand guard, you take an hour turn around.  Two in the hole - you sleep while the other one stays awake…  [When you are doing it] you’ve got all the jungle sounds and noise that makes your hair stand up…  [One morning after a typical night in the jungle] one of the guys went up to get some water.  [We stored it in what we called] a lister bag [a long canvas bag holding water which would sweat and naturally cool the water inside]…  He went up there to get some water to rinse his mouth out and brush his teeth…  [He] said it tasted kind of funny…  Then, he lifted the lid up and looked in the water bag.  There was a dead [Japanese soldier] in [the lister bag]…  [After that] we didn’t trust our buddies [who had failed us on watch that night].  [One of them] went to sleep in order for [the Japanese] to bring one of their own to put in our water bag.  

So, did that make your fellow soldiers feel paranoid and vulnerable?

You know that [the Japanese soldiers who sneaked into our camp] could [have] just as easily cut our throats, but they didn’t.  They just drug one of their own and put him in the water bag.  They got back out and nobody knowed it.

While Doug was away at war, what were you doing Rosie?

[I was] home changing diapers, of course.  All I’ve done is wipe babies and stay home.  

Rosie, how has religion influenced your life?

I got saved in 1944 by Brother Hepp, when Doug went into the Army.  I would pray for Doug every night.  I have to give God the credit for saving Doug’s life [while he was gone].  I never knew what or where Doug was because his letters were so censored. 

Doug, did religion affect your life as well?

Yeah, I would never have made it through three wars [without God].  One time in particular [a verse from Psalms] came [into my head].  I said it out loud.  It had to be the Lord [who put it in my head] because I didn’t know [God] at that time.  Yeah, I walked through the valley of the shadow of death…  The fear left, so don’t tell me that fear can’t get a hold of you.

After World War II ended, did you come back to the United States Doug?

I got to come home in 1946… and [I was] discharged in Texas at Fort Sam Houston.  I came back, but had no job - no nothing.  [I] did have 43 acres of land, but no house on it.  I cut some of the timber and had a sawmill saw it up.  [I] got two rooms of the house built out of old rough lumber…  I wanted some electronic training that I couldn’t afford.  I tried some correspondence courses, but I seen that all that would do was make me want some training.  So [I went back into the military and] gave them three [more] years [so I could get] 46 weeks of electronic training at Fort Monmouth, New Jersey.  [After that, I] shipped out of there and went to Western Japan.  [So, I went] back to the Far East again…  [There], I ran communications systems for General MacArthur of the 8th Army Headquarters.  I did that until the Korean War broke out in June of 1950…  We were supposed to be there about three weeks, so we were told to just take our work clothes and maybe an extra change of khakis.  We left [all of our things behind]…  I lost everything that I left…  I [left] personal items like pictures, cameras, and the rest of my clothing…  To this day, I’ve never seen any of it….  [In] November of 1951, I got back to the states again.  [At that point] they sent me to Fort Chaffee, Arkansas…  They gave me a few days at home, [and I] came home and went with [Rosie] to church that night. 

Was that an eventful night?

[At the church] somebody handed me a baby.  I just don’t take to babies, and it had chicken pox!  I didn’t know I had never had chicken pox [so I caught chicken pox from that baby].  They were on the bottom of my feet, the top of my hands, and the top of my head…  They put me in quarantine for a solid month at Fort Chaffee.

What happened when you they quarantined you?

The reassignment outfit came in and reassigned everyone else.  When the hospital was done with me, they told me I was free to go.  I said, “Go!  Go where?  I ain’t got nowhere to go!  I haven’t been reassigned!”  There was an old Bird Colonel there at Fort Chaffee that had the answer…  Somehow or another he got a hold of my records.  [Since] I was an electronics man, he called me in and [had me fix some electronic problems he was dealing with at the time].  He said, “If you will clean this mess up, I’ll assure you it’ll be worth your while.”  Well, I went out and picked me a couple of guys, took a building, set up a little shop, and cleaned up all of his field telephones and field radio stuff.  By September of 1953, I was a Master Sergeant.  Rather than hang around [Fort Chaffee] and getting in trouble, I volunteered for a military mission under AR611-220.  

Where did that take you Doug?

I shipped out to Saigon in French Indo-China with the French Air Force.  This was a transition period when the United States military was taking over the Vietnam area from the French.  I was there for probably a year and a half.  Then, I came back home briefly…  [After that], I spent some time in Formosa, which is called Taiwan now.  I [was] training and supporting the Nationalist Chinese.  [I] had a pass and could walk into Chiang Kai-shek’s office or whatever [Chiang Kai-shek led the National Government of China until 1975].  I came back home in 1955 on an emergency leave because my grandfather died.  Then, [I] wound up back in Fort Chaffee and later ended up in a communications outfit in Fort Sam Houston. 

How long did you stay there, Doug?

[I] stayed until 1959.  Then, I went to France.  My family had never been with me anywhere outside the United States.  I decided, now this is not discussed with them, I made the decision that my family was going to France with me…  We spent the next three years in Orleans, France - about 60 miles east of Paris. 

Did the U.S. military have a lot of power in France at that time?

We had an agreement with the French people to be there, but no real authority.  We had a transmitter site and a receiver site there with direct communication with Washington.  [There were] no relays in between.  I’m talking about direct.  It was high-powered transmitter stuff…  We rented an old three story house in a little village there that was old [even] when Napoleon was a pup.  We got acquainted with the landlord.  Her name was Sue Loff…  I don’t know how to spell it.  When we shipped out [the people we had gotten to know] had tears in their eyes.

Rosie, it sounds like you did not get to spend much time with Doug.

I was upset because [we never] had time to do anything.  By this time, we had four children.  Robert was born February 15, 1953, at Fort Chaffee.  Chuck was born March 20, 1956, while Doug was in Vietnam.  There was [always] packing to do, shots to take, and my arm was sore.  It seemed like I got a hundred [shots].  I liked France.  It wasn’t like home, but you get used to things.  I’ve been to Paris and saw the Arc de Triomphe.  I liked the people over there.  They were really good to me and the kids.  It was nice to have Doug living with the family for a change. 

Rosie, what was the worst experience you had in France?

When I was eight months pregnant, my father got sick and died.  The doctors wouldn’t let me fly back to the states.  That was really hard for me.  

What about the best?

Our youngest son, Jack, was born there on February 7, 1961, at Saint La Chappell hospital…  [Doug is right], when we shipped out the people cried like babies to see us go home. 

Doug, when you left France where did you go?

Let’s see.  We wound up in Virginia.  I was assigned to the Chief Signal Officer in Washington.  There was no camp there, and you lived wherever you could.  We had a house trailer that we dragged around behind us.  We lived in Virginia and in Pennsylvania some, too.  [I was] doing electronic installation work worldwide, mainly inspecting actual work that had already been done.  For example, ITT had put in a tropospheric scatter link [used to transmit TV and FM signals off the troposphere instead of in a direct line so the signals can travel longer distances – DuCastel 1966].  [It covered a range] from the Berlin Wall to Greece and Turkey.  I was sent over there to check it out and see whether it met their expectations.  [If it did not] the military wouldn’t pay for it.  I was in civilian clothes and not supposed to be military.  I was supposed to be with the National Bureau of Standards, which in a round about way I was.  Anyhow, [I worked on that project] until 1964.  Then, I had to take one more trip to Vietnam.

What did that trip involve?

I had to go there and run a propaganda radio station.  It wasn’t no little thing.  It was a 50,000-watt transmitter, and I operated that thing out there between Hue and Phu Bon…  It was about 400 miles north of Saigon.  I was the only American there…  Of course, we played tapes…  I had assurance… it was white propaganda, not black propaganda.  In other words we weren’t telling them anything that [was not] true.  I would meet the plane that had a little old single engine - a spotter plane was all it was.  [The pilot] would land out in the sand dunes.  [I would drive out and] get the new tapes to be played and give him the old tapes.  He would go his way and I would go mine…  They said they couldn’t find nobody to do the job but me…  At least that’s what they told me.

How long did you serve?

I was in the U.S. Army for 20 years and 3 days…  I retired as a Sergeant Major.

Rosie, what did you do while Doug was gone and you were here in Pope County?

Well, I took care of the kids and changed and washed lots of diapers…  Sometimes, my mother would come down the mountain and stay with the kids, so I could work.  At times, I would have to work as a [cotton picker]…  There was very little money coming in.  It seemed like [Doug] wouldn’t hardly ever send any money home.  So, in the summer I worked when I could in order to buy clothes and shoes for the kids.  It took a lot of money to get them all into school.  It seemed like it was work, work, work, and just taking care of the kids…  I worked harder than he did.  It’s been hard on me, because I raised these kids while he was gone.  He missed most of their growing up.

Rosie, could you talk a little more about your children?

My oldest, Doug, graduated and was one of the first hired at what they used to call Morton’s [currently ConAgra Foods].  He’s been there ever since.  Sue worked off and on after she graduated.  Then, she married Danny.  She couldn’t have married anything better…  even if he doesn’t go to church…  Danny was in the Navy for awhile. 

Rosie, how was it after Doug left the military?

After Doug retired, life changed a lot.  It was much better.  Doug started a TV shop, and I helped him out.  When the kids were out of school, they helped out.  It was just [more] work, work, work, and work.  [The TV shop is where] I hurt my back.  I had to quit helping.  I had slipped three disks and it hasn’t been the same since.  I haven’t been able to do much since then. 

You mentioned Doug and Sue.  What did the other children do?

Chuck took electronics in school.  He learned to be a good TV man.  When [his dad] got to where he couldn’t do it anymore, Chuck took over until he hurt his back.  Robert has a job making awnings now.  Jack has his own job up here. 

Doug, what events affected your life the most?

Well, of course being caught up in the war, being drafted, and never really [getting] loose from [the military]…  I don’t really know what I would have done if the military hadn’t got me.  I probably would have continued as I was brought up - working on a farm…  I used to have a big house here before it burnt.  We had finally built a brand new house and five years later it burnt to the ground by lightening.  I’m not saying [God] burnt the house, but [God] allowed it.  If you had told me that burning my house would have really affected me that much, I would have said I don’t care.  I didn’t owe nothing on it.  We had other property and all of it was paid for.  I built that one over there that Chuck lives in and didn’t owe nothing on it.  I had bought a few acres of land, 30 here and 15 over there, another 15, bought some over where Sue and Betty live.  All of it was paid for.  Anyhow, after the house burnt it just took the wind out of my sales.  Looking back, I realized that it was the Lord reminding me, “Hey, I’m still here!” 

So, “the Lord moves in mysterious ways”?

[Actually] the Lord… can speak to you in an audible voice.  Today, [God] still speaks to me in an inward spiritual contact, but [God] can talk to your ears.  The Lord spoke to me in an audible voice.  He said 11 words to me [once] in a loud and clear masculine voice.  I was driving down the road in a pickup truck and [the Lord] said, “Kneel beside the road.”  I looked beside the road and there was room for me to pull off…  My mind said, “Boy you’ve lost it now!  You’ve done flipped your wig and you’re hearing things.”  I [drove] about 200 yards.  Then, [God]  said, “What if you don’t make it home?”  That shook me.  I thought coming around the next curve something is going to hit me head on…  Do you think I stopped?  No, but I did slow down [and then my] preacher [drove] past me going really slow.  The rest of that day…  I was fidgety…  That night, I went to church again and don’t know what the preacher said but it didn’t matter.  I went to the altar and my life has never been the same since.  That’s been 20 odd years ago…  I turned my life over to [God] and that has made a difference in my life – a bigger difference than serving in three wars. 

Doug, that is a traumatic story.  Did anything else traumatic happen in your life?

I’ve been there through [a heart attack].  Part of the time through the heart attack, there was a blip on the screen and part of the time it was a straight line.  I was looking down on [myself].  Part of the time I was up here, and part of the time I was down there [this appears to be an out of body experience reference].  They done everything they could medical wise - shots and all kinds of junk.  Nothing was working.  They couldn’t get me stabilized.  A nurse said, “Let’s pray.” Within minutes, maybe less… everything was fine.  I remember her praying just a short prayer…  They took me on to Little Rock to the Baptist Medical Center.  After their exploratory work, the cardiologist said, “I can see where the heart attack came from, but there’s no damage.”  I was able to go back home.  Since then, I’ve had several bypass surgeries…  I’ve had some arteries plugged from eating the things we eat.  [Regardless], I’m still here and I have a peace, and a knowing that everything will be okay.  

Doug, what advice do you have for younger people?

My advice to everyone is to seek the Lord with all your heart.  That’s the bottom line. 

Rosie, what is your advice for younger people?

After I got saved [it] made a lot of difference in my life…  I don’t never want to encourage anyone to go into the [armed services], especially if they are married.  It’s too hard.  It’s something I hated as bad as I did drinking…  My advice to our grandkids is to love one another with all their heart and keep their good works.  Without that love, there is nothing. 

CHAPTER 11

HELLO, A NUMBER PLEASE

Biographical Information

Name: Bonnie Gale (Partridge) Vinson

Place of Birth: Carden Bottom, Arkansas

Date of Birth: October 16, 1934

What was it like growing up in Carden Bottom?

My mother died when I was 18 months old.  I am the last of nine children, and of course, I had older brothers and sisters.  My oldest sister was already married [when I was born].  My number two sister got her RN [during World War II].  She joined the U.S. Army as a nurse…  My other sister lived on the farm.  I [lived] there with her until my dad remarried.  [He married] a lady from Dover.  My dad was originally from Treat.  It is way out into Dover going toward Piney…  It is a little community and a lot of people hunt there.  [There was] a bayou that people used to swim in when I was growing up.

Do you remember your first job?

I was 18.  [It was] after I graduated high school.  I worked at Northwest Arkansas Telephone Company in Russellville.  It [was located above] where the Italian Gardens [restaurant] is now [315 West Main Street].  I had an aunt who was the assistant chief operator.  I was from a very poor family and I wanted to go to school, but we did not have any money.  Tuition then was like $48 a semester.  We did not even have that.  I worked all year and then I went to [Arkansas Tech University].  [The telephone company] was very nice.  They let me work weekends, holidays… anytime.  I was an operator.  We would say, “Hello, a number please.”  Of course, that was before a dial phone.  We had a switchboard that had like eight cables.  One cord was plugged into the main board, and then we would get the number and plug it in to that number.  We could listen in, but we were told it was illegal.  I am not going to say we didn’t, because we did!  We did not do it during the daytime, because there were two chief operators and one would listen in on us to see if we were being courteous.  In the evenings, we would listen, and, I got an education!  There was a lady [who we listened in on] who was known as [a woman of] “ill repute.”    

Did you go to church?

Yes, my family were all Methodist.  I was raised in the Methodist church.  We went to [church in] a little community called Fowler.  It was next to Carden Bottom.  [We] went there until about 1948.  Then we went to the one in Dover.

Did you ever live in Russellville?

I moved to Russellville [and] I lived with an aunt who had an apartment.  My Aunt was a divorcee, and boy, in those days that was “Bad News Bertha,” you know.  She had two bedrooms and a little kitchen.  We shared a bath with the lady who owned the house [that the apartment was in].  That is where I lived when I got out of high school.  [That is when]  I worked a whole year at the telephone company to make my own money [for college].  I lived with my aunt while I went to Tech and worked part time at the telephone company.  

What was Arkansas Tech University like at that time?

No one had vehicles at Tech then.  [Well], sometimes people did.  Some of the girls [with well off parents] went home in the fall, and their parents would let them bring the family car back until Thanksgiving.  Some brought the car back at Thanksgiving [and kept it] until Christmas…  When I go out there now for water aerobics, it is so hard to find a parking place.  I think, “Oh my goodness!”  

Did you graduate from Arkansas Tech before you got married?

No.  I was a junior when [David Vinson and I] got married.  Dover, at that time, was pretty small.  Everyone knew everyone else.  I had a good friend who goes to Gravel Hill church now - she is a widow.  She lived across the street from David.  [She and David] kind of grew up at the Church of Christ in Dover…  We all would get together [at the Movies in Dover].  

There was a movie theater in Dover?

There was a service station on the corner, a grocery store next to that, and then you had the movie theater.  This is like you are going out toward Camp Caudle.  Well, it burned down, and the man did not rebuild it.  The elementary school was across the street where the grocery store is now.  It was in the 1950s.  I graduated high school in ’52 there in Dover.

So, how did your relationship with David develop?

I started going to church with David…  We just hung out all the time…  The Church of Christ in Dover was always having activities for the youth.  My mother-in-law and William “Nubbin” Bole’s mother were the two women who really took charge…  David, of course, was always involved…  There would be times I [went to church there] because of him…  Mattie Dale, my husband’s aunt, and my mother-in-law, the best woman in the world [went there as well].  [My mother-in-law]… just really taught me the Gospel.  She just wanted her son to marry a Christian girl…  [David’s granddaddy] gave the land that the Dover Church of Christ is [on] now.  He was an elder for years and years.  They all were real fine Christian people. 

Was it difficult being married and still in school?

Not really because I was a junior…  We lived close to the Dover church building next to two little white houses.  David’s granddaddy [who was known as Papa Wait] built those houses.  My mother and father-in-law [did] live there, but they went to California…  [My mother-in-law was a teacher and] salaries were so much better [in California].  My father-in-law was a welder…  When we got married [my in-laws] had just rented [their house before they moved].  It became empty.  So [David and I] moved there because we had a year left at Tech.  When we got out of Tech, actually I had a job.  David could not find one.  

Where was your job?

I taught at Sherman Elementary [where the post office now is on 2nd street]…  David was a [physical education major] and had this desire, like a lot of Dover boys, to be a coach.  They did not want him at Dover…  [but] they hired [both of] us in California sight unseen.  My mother-in-law sent us an application.  We filled them out and in August we were on our way to California to teach school…  At that time, they had a lot of people moving to California with families.  They were needing teachers.  That is how [David and I] got to California.  

How long were you in California?

David and I taught school there for about 10 years.  My real good friend growing up lived in Fayetteville.  She told us about a job in Fayetteville.  They hired us sight unseen on my friend’s recommendation…  back then that was not unusual.  There was none of this panel business and all these people [who had to approve you].    

How long did you live in Fayetteville?

We lived in Fayetteville for about eight years.  Then, we came back here.  David’s uncle worked for Arkansas Power and Light.  He got the idea through his job that [house builders] needed wiring and light fixtures, so he opened Vinson Electric.  [It] started out on 18th street, now [it] is on South Arkansas.  David started to work with his uncle.  I started to work at London Elementary School.  I really enjoyed it.  You know, I taught out there for 10 years.  David died in 1980, and I retired in 1992.  [I’ve] been lazy since.

What exactly happened to David?

David was a coach, and he was out in the sun all the time.  He [got] a mole on the back of his neck.  One day, he went to the barbershop and [the barber] nicked it.  Then [David] developed a lump in his neck.  He went to the clinic because his mother kept on insisting.  He went to a [doctor] in Little Rock.  They had the mole analyzed and they found out that it was melanoma.  We had no cancer treatment in Russellville - none at all.  

They did surgery and took a lot of stuff out of his neck - down into his shoulder.  He also took five days of [chemotherapy] in Little Rock.  There was a Karen Buchanan in Russellville who could hook people up to chemo [therapy].  [David went through] that, and he was okay for about three years.  One day, he found a lump on top of his head.  Before he passed away, they put him in the hospital and did continuous chemo for five days.  

Was your mother-in-law still alive when David passed away?

David was an only child and him, and his mother were just like this [she put her fingers together to show how close they were].  [David and her] thought alike.  They were alike.  They liked the same things, and of course, he was her baby.  As I said, she was the best woman I have ever known.  I was so glad his mother was living when he passed away because she was so strong.  I don’t think I have ever known a finer Christian lady…  She helped me with my grieving.  

What made her so special?

She looked at things a lot different.  When we were coming back from Little Rock [after David passed away]…  she was riding in the car with one of my friends [Marsha from London].  Marsha said, “Oh Sue, aren’t you just devastated you just lost your only child.”  She looked at her and she said, “Now Marsha, if you were picking flowers, wouldn’t you pick the best ones first?”  Marsha couldn’t believe [she said such a beautiful thing].  She just cried and cried all the way home.  [My mother-in-law] knew [David] was a good Christian man, and that he was all right.  My mother-in-law and I were just the best of friends.  

How long were you and David married?

We were married for 27 years.  We never had a child.  We tried.  We just did not conceive.  David did not mind.  He worked with kids, and he was a big kid.  That is just the way David was.  He was just a pill.  In fact, that was his nickname - “Pill.”  He was an only child and only grandchild on the Vinson side for a long time.

What is your biggest success?

I have had parents come up to me and tell me I have been an influence in their child’s life.  Now, they did not say for the bad or the good.  No, I am just being silly there.  I really feel there were some children I really helped.  Because I came from a poor background, and I could identify with those kids.  I think I helped.  I tried to make them feel a part of a group.  [People are people and] we all belong to each other.  Another thing would be…  getting through Tech.  I [was] just an average maybe below average student, but I worked my way through college…  I worked at the cafeteria, the telephone company, and worked at the desk in the dorm – Caraway Hall.  [In Caraway], I answered the phone, did whatever the housemother wanted me to do, and if the girls had dates [I would get on] an intercom system and tell them, “You have a guest in the lounge.”  I mean I literally had no help [getting through college] and I feel that that my degree was [my biggest] accomplishment.

What is your biggest disappointment?

As I [have] grown older and have thought of it more [it would be that] I could never get pregnant.  I have enjoyed others’ children, but it could not be the same as having your own flesh and blood.  When David died, he was 44.  I was 42, and I think that would have been too old to have children.

How is society different now than when you were growing up?

People are more lax with their morals and that disappoints me.  It seems to me that there are more illegitimate children.  I think it is very important that you have a Christian mate, and you work through things through thick and thin to stick with them.  I am disappointed that the divorce rate is so high, and how most of us are [so] materialistic.
CHAPTER 12

PARENTS GIVE THEIR KIDS TOO MUCH FREEDOM

Biographical Information

Name: Ethel Mae McDonald

Place of Birth: Scottsville, Arkansas

Date of Birth: August 7, 1929

Ethel, can you tell me a little about yourself?

I [have been] married twice.  I married my first husband at the age of 15 in 1944.  I was married to him for 35 years.  He died from cancer.  I was in my early fifties when I married my second husband.  He died from a heart attack when he was 54.  We were only married for a short time.  I had four kids with my first husband.  Two of them died.  One died at birth, and the other died at the age of 58 of a heart attack.  I had no children with my second husband.  I do have 10 grandkids and 12 great-grandkids. 

What was it like growing up in Scottsville?

I growed up on a farm there.  There wasn’t nothing going on there.  We picked cotton and we were sharecroppers.  It just had a gas station and a little ole’ grocery store.  Daddy always got up and turned on that [oil stove we cooked with] and put the coffee on.  Then he put on the bacon and eggs before he got the kids up.  We always woke up to a full breakfast.  We had milk cows, chickens, hogs, and two mules.  We shelled our own corn and made our own corn meal.  We had a garden and raised our own vegetables.  We canned and made jellies out of berries and other fruit.  We raised just about all of our own food.  When daddy butchered a hog, we rendered the fat into lard to fry with.

You remember a lot about your father.  What do you remember about your mother?

I lost my mother when I was about six years old.  I had a baby brother who was a month old [when my mother died].  So, I had to start taking care of that baby.  I had four brothers and one sister.  My daddy remarried and [his new wife] kept all six of us together.  She didn’t bust us up, but kept us together until we was growed up. 

What do you remember about your childhood?

It wasn’t much of a childhood.  I was a kid going to school, and I wasn’t a rich kid or fortunate like the other kids.  I didn’t have good clothes, so kids gave me a hard time because of that.  I went to school at South New Hope.  One teacher [taught all of the children] up to about the fourth or fifth grade in one little room.  We got more education than they do now, since we were all in one little room.  We got the ruler used on the seat of the pants for throwing paper wads or spit wads.  Nowadays, you’re not allowed to do that, and that’s why the world’s in the shape it is in today.  The [school] is still there today, but now it’s a church house.  It’s a big ole’ rock building.  I think it’s an Assembly of God [church] now.

What kind of work did you do?

I [just worked] on the farm.  My education ended at the third grade level.  I lived in Scottsville until I was seven or eight years old.  [I then] moved down to Hollow Bend Bottoms.  There, I worked on the farm, chopped cotton, and picked fruit.  When I got married in 1944, I didn’t even have a car.  When we married, we came back to Dover.  We lived for a short time in Centerville, but then came back to Dover. 

When did you start having children?

I got married when I was 15 and started having babies.  I had all four of my babies at home.  I wasn’t in the hospital.  I’m 77 years old [now] and never been in the hospital.  [I have] never had a bone broke.  All I had to do was work on the farm and raise babies.  

So, you just worked and raised children?

You used cloth diapers, raised them on the breast until they were about two years old.  I didn’t have any other activities going on.  It was all about hard work.  You worked all day, would come in and give them a bath, and then do the laundry.  You had to wash on a rub board and hang it out.  You were ready for bed when you got all that done. 

Did you do much traveling?

I’ve never been out of Arkansas except for visits to Missouri and Oklahoma. 

What can you tell me about your first husband?

[He] wore overalls, and I had to cut the bottoms off because he was a short man.  He was always a little heavy set, but didn’t really have a weight problem.  We used to travel an old wagon trail to Russellville.  [Now it’s] called Highway 7.  Most of the roads were dirt.  Sometimes there would be a little gravel on them.  Everything looked different then, because most people had gardens.  There were a lot of truck gardens [a farm where vegetables are grown to be sold at market] around. 

Was it hard on you after he died?

When my first husband died, I started babysitting because I had to make a living.  I wasn’t old enough to draw any [social security].  So, I’d never done any public work.  I was 50 years old with no skills.   

Did you ever have any relatives in the military?

My first husband was drafted but he was turned down.  He didn’t pass the physical.  [My] son, he went to Germany and to Desert Storm.  He was in the Army.  I had a grandson in the Army, and now I have a great-grandson in the Navy.  My great-grandson will be in there two years this July.  He signed up for six years.  He’s stationed in California, but most the time he’s on a ship.  I don’t think we need to be over in Iraq today.  We’re just sending all our young men and boys over there to die.

What kind of activities do you currently enjoy?

[I] go to church and Sunday school…  I make quilts and embroidery.  I used to baby-sit, but I couldn’t handle it anymore because of my health.  Since I moved into an apartment, I don’t can [food] anymore.  I can’t raise a garden.  I come down here to the [Pope County Senior Center] once a week and play bingo.  We don’t play for money or anything.  We just play for little deals like dishrags or washrags that somebody donates to the center.  We don’t gamble or anything with it…  Sometimes we go to Mount Magazine, and sometimes to Paris to eat.  They went out last week to Mid Rock to the boat ride.  Sometimes, we go to Little Rock to the baseball games. 

What is your religious background?

I was born and raised in the Assembly of God.  Right now, I’m going to First Freewill Baptist.  I live in Dover, and I don’t drive to Russellville where my first church moved to.  [Growing up], I had to go to church in a wagon…  We went to a church that didn’t have no carpet.  It always had sawdust on the floor.  Churches today are “fancy” they have carpet and air conditioning.  They all have “big fancy” churches now.  The Assembly of God church here in Russellville is a big ole’ church.  I’m used to going to church where there are about 15 or 20 people.  I’d rather go to churches like that rather than those big churches.

What do you think about younger generations?

Well, I think the young people don’t know how to do nothing.  They don’t know how to raise a family and work like I did.  We had to do all of it.  We didn’t have no [electricity], no running water, or no nothing.  We was growed up to have to work, but [kids] don’t know what work is now…  They want to sit, watch TV, and eat pizza [or hamburgers].  My kids was raised on a farm, and we raised everything we ate.  We milked cows, had chickens and hogs; about the only thing we had to buy was sugar, flour, and coffee.  The teenagers nowadays don’t take pride in nothing, because you can’t get nothing out of them.  There’s so much meanness going on, back whenever I was growing up there wasn’t any meanness going on. 

Do you think kids today should take all of the blame for their way of life?

It’s the parents fault.  My kids had to work.  They growed up to pick and chop cotton.  When they were big enough to work, they did.  Nowadays [because parents don’t make their kids do anything] you couldn’t get one of them to pick or chop cotton or do anything.  [They do not have to work hard] and that’s what is wrong with them.  There’s [no work] for them to do.  The parents need to take away the TVs and make them work.  

Why do you think it seems kids today are more violent?

I raised my children in church and now well two of my grandchildren are going to church, but the rest of them ain’t.  Parents today give their kids too much freedom, so some of them run around shooting at people.  They have watched too much violence.  Nobody in their right mind goes around shooting at a bunch of people.  I think [child murderers] are either nervous wrecks or doped up…  Their parents were probably mean to them, so they just get out and be mean to somebody else. 

So, you believe bad parenting is having a big influence on kids today?

Most of the time today, parents are separated by the time their children are eight or ten years old.  That just ruins a child.  My mother died when I was six years old, and that affected me.  Of course, I was raised by my stepmother, but [she] wasn’t like a mother.  She was strict enough, but she couldn’t give us all the attention we needed. 

In terms of religion, do you think preachers today live up to the standards of the past?

Don’t none of them preach the “word” of the Lord like they should.  They divorce and run off with somebody else’s woman or man.

Does it not seem like many people do that?

[Couples] shack up, and I don’t think that’s about right in God’s eye.  Nowadays there’s no fear or nothing for somebody to just move in together or leave their husband or wife.  [Couples] move in together.  [Husbands] won’t pay child support.  That situation is getting bad.  [Couples today] get out there and start so young [without] knowing how to work.  They go in debt…  [They] buy and buy.  Debt just piles up and busts them up.  They think it will be better with someone else and move somewhere else [but it usually is not]. 

With younger people “buying” so much, how does it affect you seeing your children and grandchildren buying new things?

It doesn’t bother me, because they have to pay for it.  My daughter and son-in-law have to have a new car every few years or so.  I’m still driving a 1993 Chevy.  When my husband died, I couldn’t drive.  He had a pickup that was a standard and had a camper on it.  The kids said that I wouldn’t never learn, so they sold it and bought me a new one back in 1980.  That’s the only new [car] I’ve ever had.  Ever since [then] I’ve been buying used ones.  Back in 1980, you could buy a new car pretty cheap, but now you can’t afford one. 

Do you enjoy any of the music belonging to younger generations?

I don’t like today’s music.  I like gospel music or the next thing to it.

On a final note, what do you think of technology today?

[When I was growing up], we didn’t have no TVs or video games…  We didn’t have fancy cars.  We didn’t have a car until we was married and had three children.  They was up nearly in their teens before we got a car.  Everywhere we went we had to go in a wagon and team.  Now the kids have to have a car by the time they’re 12! 

CHAPTER 13

ONLY LOCK THE DOORS WHEN THE FAIR IS IN TOWN

Biographical Information

Name: Alon Athey and Ethel (Lemley) Athey 

Places of Birth: Broken Bow, Nebraska and Hector, Arkansas

Dates of Birth: February 22, 1927 and November 7, 1932

Ethel, can you tell me about you and Alon?

We were married in Hector, Arkansas.  We went against [the norms] of the day and waited until we were older to get married.  [Alon] was 40 and [I] was 34.  We wanted a child, but after a failed attempt [we] began the adoption process.  [The process] ended up taking nine months.  Then, Richard was born April 3, 1971.  He was six weeks premature.  After a trying hospital stay, we were able to take him home at age five weeks.

Alon, where did your family come from?

My great grandparents lived in sod houses in the Sand Hills of Nebraska.  They homesteaded what is now Broken Bow, Nebraska.  They helped plant the first trees in town and even helped name the town.  They had found an old broken Indian bow and named the town after it.  My dad’s parents were farmers.  They had seven children.  My dad worked on the railroad in Broken Bow for a brief time.  My mom’s parents had four kids.  Mom never went to college, but she taught herself.  [She] was the first lady to pass the Bar Exam in Broken Bow.  At the beginning of the war one summer, all the men were taken to the Army and dad couldn’t get help on the farm, they came [to Arkansas] on vacation.  They liked it so much they bought a 120-acre farm in Hector.

Ethel, where did your family come from?

My great-grandpa was Colonel Eli Dodson in the Civil War.  He was elected colonel May 16, 1862.  He lived in Bellefonte, Arkansas, which is close to Harrison.  My mom’s parents, Martin Lafayette Laffoon and Rhoda Ann Dodson Laffoon, met in Bellefonte.  They moved to Dover in a wagon.  They bought an 84-acre farm at Route 1 Dover on November 11, 1919.  This was the Pine Hill Community northeast of Dover.  They had nine children that married.  One, Willie, passed away as a young child.  My parents, Henry Harmon Lemley and Euna Laffoon Lemley bought the farm from the Laffoon heirs on January 21, 1946.  They had four children.  I’m the third oldest.

Alon, what was it like growing up in Pope County?

I went to school in Broken Bow, Nebraska until I was in the eighth grade.  I studied by kerosene lamp.  On a good day, I would ride my bicycle to school.  In the winters, we stayed in town with our aunt, because the roads were covered with snow…  I was in the eighth grade when we came to Hector.  It was a consolidated school, and the bus picked me up because I lived on the highway.  Our electricity was a drop cord and a light bulb on a pull chain.  [We] had no phone, water, or gas.  During [World War II] in Hector, there was no gas for cars.  So, we sold our car and my only means of transportation were a work horse and a bicycle.  I remember my mother making homemade bread.  She would make three big loaves on the back of the wood stove and let it rise.  Then, she would bake it in the wood stove. 

Alon, did you work then?

I sold cream.  I spent at least an hour every morning and night milking between 10-15 cows by hand…  The bus from Hector would pick up cream and take it to Russellville for 10 cents.  They would pick up the cans of cream to sell to stores on our grocery list.  Then, they would bring back our groceries later that afternoon. The only time we would lock our doors was when the fair came to town.  We had a caged hen house with about 500 hens.  We sold the eggs to grocery stores in Russellville [as well].  Sometimes, we sold the older chickens to a neighbor. 

Can you remember how much things cost then?

There was a movie on Saturday nights in Hector.  There were wood benches and a reel projector.  It cost 10 cents a night and my school lunch was five cents a day.  If you couldn’t afford to pay [for lunch], you could donate a can of corn or sack of potatoes or something else like that for a credit.  On Fridays, they served hot cornbread and soup.  That was the best meal. 

Ethel, what was it like for you growing up in Pope County?

I went to school at Pine Hill until the eighth grade.  Then, I went to Dover until I graduated.  Dover was a consolidated school.  After I began attending there, the bus picked us up.  At Pine Hill School, the bus wouldn’t pick us up because we lived on a dirt road…  We had to walk three miles each way to school.  At Dover, if the bus broke down, we would still have to walk the three miles.  There was no electricity, water, or phones.  We cooked on wood stoves.  We churned our own butter.  Sometimes, we churned it in a churn [other times we would just shake it in a jar].  I milked cows morning and night.  I worked in the fields plus attended school. 

Did your parents do any work outside of the farm, Ethel?

My parents didn’t work outside of the farm.  They sold produce, cows, vegetables, hay, and cotton.  We would take the seeds of the cotton home from the gin to feed to the stock.  There were always plenty of peaches and apples, so we had plenty of fried pies in the winter.  Bologna and bread were treats.   

Ethel, did you go into Dover often?

Going to [Dover] in the wagon was a Saturday thing.  We had to buy dry goods [socks and shoes] and groceries [lard, meal, sugar, and flour].  We hickory smoked our meat in smokehouses.  I remember killing hogs at Thanksgiving and that lasting through March.  We would can fried sausages in a jar.  Liquid lard was in the bottom.  You’d turn the jar upside down to seal it.  [The] church would have potluck dinners once a month. 

What else do you remember about life around the house, Ethel?

My mother used to make a three-layer cake with blackberry jelly as icing.  All of us kids did the same chores…  When the boys turned 15, they were allowed to quit drying the dishes because they were “men.”  But, I had to keep drying the dishes plus [do] the rest of the chores in the house when I turned 15.  We would [also] only lock our doors when the fair would come to town.  Even then, [locking the door] was just driving a nail through a board in the door facing.  We had wallpaper.  It covered cracks in the walls and kept the wind out.  You could see the moon through the cracks in the roof.  There was no heat in any of the bedrooms - only in the kitchen and living room.  If it was hot, we would open the windows…  I can remember [once] seeing a snake through a crack in the floor! 

Ethel, what do you remember about buying things?

During the war, we couldn’t buy much material, so we had to sew feed and flour sacks to make dresses.  It cost 50 cents for two sacks.  The boys could buy their jeans and shirts in town, but we had to make ours.  I didn’t get to buy a ready-made dress until I was 19.  [It] was for my graduation.  I had to study all through high school by kerosene lamp.  We didn’t get electricity until 1952.  We got a phone in 1956.  We ran water from our well into the house in 1969.  My school lunch was 10 cents a day.  I never could afford [it].

Ethel, do you remember you first date with Alon?

He took me to a movie.  We dated for a year before getting married.  We could only see each other every other weekend and for 10 days during Christmas.  But, that was enough for us.  My mother told me not to even kiss [Alon] until we were married.

Alon, what is your educational background?

I attended Arkansas Polytechnic College [now Arkansas Tech University].  I graduated in 1952 with a bachelor’s degree in business.  

Where did you work after that?

I worked for the U.S. Forest Service as a contact specialist and property manager.  Ethel and I traveled a lot with the Forest Service before moving back to Russellville in 1976.  I retired after [working for the Forest Service] for 28 years.  

Ethel, what is your educational background?

I attended ATU where I graduated with my bachelor’s degree in education.  I went on to do my master’s work at UCA in Conway.  [I wanted to get] my teaching certificate in special education.  

Where did you work after that?

I taught for four year at Witt Springs and four years at Dover.  I taught shorthand, typing, and bookkeeping.  All of the typewriters were manual except for one.  I had one electric typewriter for the students to be able to type on one before they graduated.  They would take turns a week at a time.  After that, I taught special education at Pottsville for four years.  I loved it and this was the most rewarding part of my career…  After that, I tutored children in all subjects at home for five years.  In the midst of all my teaching, I also dealt in real estate for awhile.  

Ethel, what do you remember about Arkansas Tech when you went there?

Before I started teaching, I had always dreamed of getting off the farm [and ATU was my chance].  The head of the Tech library hired me on the spot [to work while I attended].  I was paid $24 per month to pay my room and board.  Student help also got 40 cents an hour.  There were only about 900 students.  A very small number had cars on campus.  There even used to be an airport where Tucker and Doc Bryan are today.  Pilots were [trained at Tech].  They had two or three small, single engine planes. 

Was there a dress code?

The girls could only wear pants to eat lunch in the dining hall on Saturdays.  You had to wear a dress the other days.  You couldn’t wear any other school emblem on anything.  If you missed more than three classes, you were dropped from that course. 

On a final note Ethel, what hobbies have you two enjoyed during your marriage?

We have always enjoyed square dancing.  I made our costumes.  We would always have such a good time…  dancing.  We also enjoyed flea markets.  Alon [did make] leather belts with [names] engraved into them.  We [sold things at] flea markets for several years and made good money doing it.  We traveled all over doing it.  Texas had some real good ones.  We always enjoyed going there.
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