30 May 2004

It’s the day we called “Declaration Day” when I was a child; now it’s Memorial Day and we celebrate it on the last Monday in May. I digress because public TV (PBS) is showing the National Memorial Day Concert, and the music being played resides in my first memories and the years of World War II, during which I was 6½ to 10 years old.  When the adults are concerned and focused, children pick up on it, and so it was with my memories of 1st grade through 4th, December 1941 to August of 1945.  They come flooding back, the music of Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman, the Gershwin’s, Frank Sinatra, Louis Armstrong, and many more, whose music I can still recognize although I can’t name the artists.  During the first years of the war, my mother, father, Greta, the dog, and I lived in an apartment on the second floor of an apartment in downtown Big Stone Gap.  The apartment had been built as some kind of studio with skylights in every room, even the outer hall and interior rooms had openings near the ceiling to let in natural light.  During blackouts, my Dad, being too old for active duty, was an air raid warden, covered the windows and skylights during drills.  Although a bombing raid by the Nazis was not a reality against a little Virginia town, population 4,800 – which is about the same in the year 2000 – in Southwest Virginia; we followed the rules of Civil Defense Corps, which was manned by men too old and/or feeble to serve in the military.  Those unable to serve became known as "the sick, lame and lazy." 

All of which reminds me of a day of infamy when I was nearly 6½ and war came to America.  My maternal grandmother was a friend of Miss Minnie Fox, who lived in Big Stone Gap during my childhood.  Her brother was John Fox, Jr., a novelist, who wrote, among other things, “The Trail of the Lonesome Pine” (made into at least three movies one with, I think, Fred MacMurray), and “The Little Shepard of Kingdom Come.”   He was married to a singer, Fritzi Schreff (sp?) and built the house, which later became a museum, and where Miss Minnie lived in the 1940’s when my parents and I went to Sunday dinner (lunch, now) after Presbyterian Sunday School and Church on a sunny day in December 1941.  We had been invited because of Miss Minnie’s and my grandmother’s, friendship was based on some Kentucky connection, the details of which I don’t remember, or never knew.  Miss Minnie had servants and linen table cloths, sterling silver flatware, napkin rings, and all of it; which required me to be on my best behavior.  After a forgettable meal, I asked and received permission to go into the side yard, while the adults talked.  (The Fox yard today is much as it was 63 years ago, except the trees are bigger.)  While playing in the side yard, I tried to pet Miss Minnie’s chow, which repaid me with a bite to the hand.  I ran inside crying and my mother, more embarrassed than worried about my wound, treated my slight bite and suggested that I go down the street and see if my friend, Dinnit Slemp was home.  Dinnit lived in a recently built house a block away (by the 2000’s it had become a law office); I went there and knocked, but nobody was home so I went to the lot behind his house, where once there had been a miniature golf course.  The former putting surfaces had grown up with grass, but I liked the challenge of walking along the stone edges of each putting “green.”  I looked up toward Wood Avenue, the main street, and Mr. Bourm in his General Motors sedan ('41 Olds, I think) with my friend and contemporary, Johnny Bradburne, stopped on Wood Avenue,  and Johnny yelled at me something I did not hear clearly or understand.  I ran to the car, and he said, importantly, “The Japs bombed Pearl Harbor.”  He seemed to know what that meant, and although I knew, even at my then tender years, who “Japs” were, and what “bombed” meant, I had no idea who or what “Pearl Harbor” was.  I had heard of the Japs taking over China and Indochina by listening to my parents, who were local Democrats, but nationally voted against FDR*, because they did not like the “New Deal,” and seemed to think Roosevelt was provoking the “Japs.”  (Hindsight) My first thought was concern about a kindly man named Pearl Leper, who picked up our trash and garbage in the 55 gallon drum my father had made into a trash can with a wooden lid.  It just did not make sense to me, but after I grasped that a war was on, I ran back to Miss Minnie’s and rushed in to report to the grown-ups in the same manner as my friend, Johnny, had announced the news to me.  My parents and Miss Minnie, who were seated, and one or more servants, standing, were listening to the radio news of the attack on Hawaii.  By then my “dog bite” was totally forgotten.  And just as the death of John Kennedy and the 9/11 attacks changed the world so did that faraway Sunday in 1941.             

*An interesting piece of family history is that my grandmother, who, along with my grandfather, were Wilsonian Democrats, was a delegate-at-large from Kentucky when FDR was nominated as the Democratic candidate in Chicago in 1932.  
