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Sparkman ~ Class of 1951
while contemplating our fortieth reunion
A major milestone in my life was when I started to school at Sparkman (1944). My memories of the years which followed, are like watching a video tape that is switching between “fast-forward” and “play”. There are periods from which little remains except an indistinct stream of vague recollections. Interspersed within these, however, are images so vivid they could have happened last year.
My memories of the sixth grade are limited. President Roosevelt died in April of that first school-year. A class mate, Ruby Faye Curry, cried when we heard the news. Lynn Fite brought a new invention to school, called a ball-point pen (or was that in the eighth grade?). Duane Denton, who was from Dalark, had moved out West for a time but had returned. What struck me most about him was the odd accent in his California-tainted speech. That was my first exposure to a dialect other than that of south Arkansas. There also was a slender kid, James Culpepper, who could outrun almost everyone in school. He was constantly challenging someone to a foot race.
Miss Hartsock was our Teacher. She must have been little more than a teen-ager, as she seemed quite young to one who, himself, was very young. She read a couple of books to the class: My Friend Flicka and Green Grass of Wyoming. I wondered why she stopped reading aloud and silently reviewed the pages before continuing on, while skipping parts of Green Grass of Wyoming. Apparently, there were portions not suited for our young ears. I never did read that book to see what those censored parts contained.
I was very impressed with the high school students, especially the basketball players and their girl friends. In the fall when the windows were open we could hear their shouts and laughter as they moved from one building to another. To someday be a senior in high school seemed light years away—almost too far to imagine.
The seventh grade I remember more clearly. In those days there always seemed to be one or more teachers who had a reputation that struck fear into the hearts of the kids who faced a year's tour in their class. Mrs Atchley, the seventh grade teacher at Sparkman, was one whose reputation reached the farthest corners of the county. Mrs Atchley was one tough lady. She was a no-nonsense, rule-by-fear teacher. If it were possible today to replicate such a teacher and place her clones in the school systems across the country, the level of learning would increase dramatically. She had some traits of which we had been forewarned; one was the propensity to throw books when she became angry. She occasionally flung the school bell that sat on her desk. That got everybody's attention.
One of Don Mann's contributions to Sparkman school's historical record is that he was struck on the head by a book thrown by Mrs. Atchley. In our class there was an overgrown kid named Clayton Rogers. I don't remember what his transgressions were, but Clayton was beaten while bent-over, with his hands on his knees, as the rest of us watched. For me, that was a sobering experience.
That same year the eighth grade, in the room next to us, was taught by a young girl who was just out of teacher's college. Miss Smith seemed little older than the boys she taught. One of them had an open-top Ford coupe. During lunch hour, he and some of his friends would take their teacher for a ride. I remember them returning to school in the open car, hair and scarf flying; difficult to determine who was teacher and who was student.
Miss Smith never lost control of her class, since she never had control, in the first place. It was one continuous party on the other side of the wall; the noise level so high at times that we couldn't hear our teacher above the din. Mrs Atchley deeply resented this state of affairs. The crowning blow came one day, in the middle of the afternoon, when someone next door punched a stove poker through the wall that separated our rooms.
First, we heard the pounding on the other side of the wall, then the plaster on our side started cracking. Suddenly the end of the poker came through, dislodging chunks of plaster in its path. Mrs Atchley ran to the wall and grabbed the end of the poker with both hands. She then braced her leg and foot against the wall and pulled with all her strength in a tug-of-war with the man-child on the other side of the wall. Slowly she lost her grip and the poker disappeared back into the eighth grade room. I think Miss Smith only lasted that one year. Perhaps she married one of her students (my classmates now tell me that she did not.)
I also remember that our class popped and sold pop corn. The purpose: to pay for items that we needed for the room. However, I don't recall that we ever purchased anything of significance.
I had my first girl-friend in the seventh grade. Her name was Dorothy Jean Green. I remember that she brought me an autographed picture of herself, standing in their yard in the snow. I had no idea until then that Dorothy Jean even knew that I existed. My heart did somersaults when I realized that she was "stuck" on me. Then a complication arose. Dorothy Jean wanted a picture of me. Not only did I not have one, the only pictures available were school pictures from years back. I finally asked Mama if I could one made—all the while, embarrassed at the thought of having to explain to her why I needed one.
The only one around Holly Springs who had a camera was an aged photographer named Mahan. Mr. Mahan traveled through the county on foot, carrying his tripod and equipment. He lived near the edge of the Tulip Creek bottoms between Holly Springs and Sparkman. The three of us, Daddy, Mamma, and I, drove up to Mr. Mahan's on a Sunday afternoon.
When we got the results about two weeks later, it was very distressing. The picture was really bad. It looked as if it had been taken during the civil war and I could have passed for a confederate refugee. The hand-me-down suit that I wore, I had outgrown about three years before. I finally mustered the courage to give the picture to Dorothy Jean. She tried to be gracious about it and not laugh. I just wanted to forget the whole episode. Gradually the relationship cooled.
While in the seventh grade, I wrote a few short, two-page stories, patterned after Zane Grey's Western Union. Amazingly, a few kids seemed to enjoy reading them even though they were quite awful.
In the ninth grade, for the first time, we changed rooms after each class. We were really "big-time" now. The basketball coach was an erstwhile Methodist preacher named Baxton Bryant. I went out for basketball and lasted only through one practice, which is about all the Junior team had prior to their first game. At the end of the practice session Baxton gathered us together and selected the five or six who would accompany the other teams on game night. As the expression goes in golf, I didn't make the cut. That was the end of my basketball career.
The total evaluation and selection process had taken all of fifteen minutes. Later, Fred Randle and some of the others related the confusion and chaos of their first game. It seems that there was a problem with their rag-tag uniforms and oversize shorts that kept falling down. I'm not sure they even had regulation uniforms. Baxton appeared to regard the junior boys' team as a necessary evil, like colds or the flu; something to be tolerated only because it was necessary to do so.
For the next four years, my physical education periods were spent playing ping-pong and set-back football. Set-back was played with one or more participants on each side. The field of play extended from the gymnasium on the south side, to the street that ran past the front of the school, on the north. The objective was to force the opposing team back to their rear boundary and then throw or kick a ball over the goal line, (power lines or gym) hoping they would fail to catch it, thus losing the game. There were a few kids playing this game who could kick or throw a football for great distances. Unfortunately, their talents were of little value in the basketball-oriented athletic program at Sparkman.
Promotion to the ninth grade, among other things, meant that we could take Agriculture and join the Future Farmers of America. The FFA was a good organization for the non-athletes. We took field trips which (most importantly) provided us an opportunity to get away from school. The agriculture building stood apart from the rest of the school. It contained the wood-working shop and a large class room. In the shop, I chopped off the ends of two fingers in a joiner. The scars still serve as a reminder.
Our instructor was Mr. Nolan Groce. Mr. Groce was basically a nice fellow, but rather dour with little sense of humor. He liked to argue and debate and some of our classes degenerated into just that. The casual atmosphere in the classroom and shop was a welcome relief from the grind of the other classes. Years later, when I encountered Mr. Groce at Sparkman, he seemed utterly amazed that I was in the Air Force, flying jet aircraft. I don't know if I should have drawn any conclusions from his reaction.
When I first came to Sparkman, the school grounds were open, i.e., students could come and go, pretty much as they pleased. It was the "thing to do," to walk down town during the noon hour and squander lunch money on candy or gum or just goof off for a while before returning to the school grounds.
Sparkman, in those days had no sewer system. (does it yet??) The ditches flowed with a combination of sewage and rain water. Directly across from the school was a back alley which led downtown, some three blocks away. The alley was unpaved. It's muddy pathway led between rows of outhouses which stood like sentinels in the back yards, their backsides turned to the alley. Today, the health department would have apoplexy over a situation like that.
The alley was a major pathway for students walking to town. The more fastidious ones, probably in deference to their noses, avoided this route. Instead, they walked the half-block to the main street side before proceeding downtown. Once, in biology class, we examined some of the water from the nearby ditches. The number of aquatic and other life forms therein was impressive.
The school lunch room was located in one side of the aging wood gymnasium. Apparently the original design provided for bleachers along both sides of the structure. However, only one side contained seats. The opposite side had an elevated floor, similar to a stage, some four feet high. This stage was partitioned off from the basketball court and made into a dining area. Its entrance was located on the south side of the building. By coincidence the boy's outhouse was located only about twenty feet from the door to the lunchroom.
We didn't call the dining area a lunch room. It was referred to as a ''soup kitchen", suggestive of what one would find at a military camp or a prison. The comparison was not lost on the unfortunates who ate there. I still don't know why the cooks had a problem preparing attractive food. The soup kitchen's reputation for atrocious meals was widely known. I had heard of it long before I went to school there and it was every bit as grim as advertised. It wasn't until the new lunch room was built that we had decent food. The soup kitchen was one of the reasons the kids went downtown each noon.
The school ground was low and flat like the rest of the town. The surface was as slick as grease when it was wet, which was most of the time. In the evenings after school had dismissed and the grounds were vacant, some of the local boys would bring their cars and cut donuts and didoes on the school yard. Fortunately, the skidding and spinning didn't do much damage. We waded through water and mud from the beginning of winter until the weather turned dry in the Spring. Playing games was difficult, with kids slipping and sliding on the muddy field.
The courses offered at Sparkman were limited. Among these were: Agriculture and Home Economics; Algebra and Geometry; English; Literature; History; Typing, and Biology .
One year Mr. Bowman talked the superintendent and the school board into allowing him to teach a class in chemistry. I think I was a Junior at the time. There were only about six or eight of us in the class. He used a college text. It was one of the most interesting courses that I had while at Sparkman and I learned a lot. I remember the first assignment was to memorize The Electrical Theory of Atomic Structure.
During this class, Mr. Bowman taught us a two-week course on sex education, which I thought was very interesting, (the course, not the fact that he taught it) One girl's mother wouldn't let her daughter attend the sex education phase of the class. I found that puzzling.
The class had some memorable moments. Mr. Bowman kept white phosphorous in a quart jar of kerosene. Or was it water? If I remember correctly, phosphorous burns when exposed to air. All this uncertainty about these facts may explain why I never pursued a career in chemistry. Anyway, one Monday morning, after a hard freeze over the weekend, Mr. Bowman picked the jar up and it broke in his hand. The kerosene (or water) had frozen and cracked the glass. As soon as the fluid drained from the jar the phosphorous burst into flame and filled the room with smoke and fire. We evacuated the room; the town fire department came and helped remove the phosphorous before the entire building caught fire.
The chemistry class was composed of students from different grades, one of whom was Mary Ann Hoffman. Mary Ann, who was one of the prettiest girls in school, was a grade or two behind me. My secret ambition was to gain the courage to ask her for a date. But the caste system (largely in my mind) interfered. I regarded Mary Ann's social status as being about four levels above mine. In class she sat just in front of me. The class convened somewhere around ten in the morning. I recall that each day my stomach would growl loudly about mid-way through class. I was terribly embarrassed, although Mary Ann just laughed about it. I never asked her for a date.
There was another member of our class, Merlie Fohrell, whom I did ask, once I had summoned enough courage. That Saturday night we went to the movie in town. I had borrowed my brother's car for the date. She seemed surprised when I drove her straight home after the movie. Merlie later remarked to one of her friends that Boyd seemed in a hurry to take her home. It was a case of my having been "done-in" by my own uncertainty and insecurity.
Finally, after what seemed forever, we progressed to the senior class. For me, that truly was a bitter-sweet year. Much of the prestige that we had envisioned, once we reached the pinnacle, became a reality. There were only twenty-one of us and over the years we had become quite close. We engaged in various out-of-school activities such as play practice, senior trips, and one-day excursions. In previous years we had not been given many home work assignments. This year, the requirements were even less.
One event, which may indicate the sense of importance some of us felt at the time, happened at the lunch room. Each noon there was a long line of kids slowly proceeding through the serving area. In keeping with our status, some of us felt that we were too important to stand in line. Instead, we stood around outside and visited. Later we strolled casually to the front of the line where our girl friends saved us a place.
On this particular day there were only two of us, Don Mann and I, who broke into the line. Unfortunately, Mr. Kennedy, the school superintendent, caught us in the act. He ordered us to the end of the line, where we were to wait until everyone else had entered. The line finally came to an end; we opened the door and went inside. From inside the front door, the path to the serving line turned right and followed the outside wall. As we entered, Don, who was one of the smaller boys in our class, was ahead of me. As soon as I stepped inside I saw Mr. Kennedy, a large man over six feet tall and bald-headed, standing in the corner almost in our path.
As we walked toward the corner Don turned his attention to the front of the room. He stopped about two inches in front of Mr. Kennedy, but with his back to him. Meanwhile, his eyes searched all around the lunch room. He then uttered these immortal words, "Where's Kennedy? Dog-take his ornery hide!"
I wished the ground to open up and swallow me. Mr. Kennedy, who was quite fearsome when he was angry, tapped Don on the shoulder and said, "He's right here!" I can still see the shock on Don's face as he realized that Mr. Kennedy had heard every syllable. Don turned several shades of red once he realized the bind he was in. He had a characteristic of crying when angry or upset. Tears came to his eyes as he stammered and tried to think up an excuse for saying what he had just said. I don't remember much else (perhaps I blacked out) except that it seemed an eternity before he was allowed to proceed.
The last month of school was basically a vacation; the last two weeks were mostly free of classes or tests. The theory, I guess, was that we needed time to get ready for graduation and commencement. I don't know if it was by design or only cosmic coincidence that school always ended while Springtime was most resplendent. We celebrated the season as well as our freedom from the class room. We drove to the river and went swimming. We explored some of the back roads; we shared moments together, with an awareness that these special times were quickly coming to an end.
1 am sure that the current set of high school kids might find it incredible that no alcohol was in evidence during any of this. Ours has been described as being the last innocent generation—maybe we were. I don't know whether the kids in high school today are as full of hope and expectations for the future as were we. In a world so different from ours, perhaps not. I know that I, for one, long for a simpler time such as we had back then.
When we listened to the songs that were popular that year, we were not subjected to messages of rebellion, discontent or anger. A few, I recall: 
• "Mockingbird Hill" 
• "How Much is That Doggie in the Window?" 
• Tommie Dorsey's "Boogie Woogie" 
• "How High The Moon" 
• "Red Sails in the Sunset" 
• "Sparrow in the Tree Top" 
• "Till I waltz again with You" 
... Songs of optimism, love, and hope.

In addition to the rituals of commencement and baccalaureate, Sparkman had another; that of engraving the senior class names in the sidewalk in front of the school. Each spring during graduation week, the names were placed in a new section of the sidewalk. It was the job of the senior boys to haul the sand and gravel for the project. The school had an old Ford truck, made from the chassis of a worn-out school bus. No cab, only the windshield and front seat; behind that a flat bed with sideboards about ten or twelve inches high. We got permission to use the old truck to haul sand from a creek about five or so miles north of town.
On the way, whoever was driving decided to see how fast the truck would go. We found that its top speed was not very impressive and the engine produced an prodigious amount of smoke. We loaded the truck with sand and gravel and started back. On our way, the truck began to go slower and slower, even with the accelerator to the floor. Under the hood, the rods were knocking loudly. We crept into the schoolyard with our load. We had also discovered that the engine was practically out of oil. I vaguely remember us adding a quart. Where we got it, I can't recall.
The following day my presence was requested in the superintendent's office. They asked if I was aware that we had ruined the engine in the school truck. I told them I knew that the rods were knocking quite badly. I was then lectured about responsibility, oil etc. I tried to point out that if the truck had been serviced properly when we got it from the garage, we surely could not have used all the oil in the short distance we had traveled (I didn't mention the high-speed run). To my relief, nothing more was said on the subject.
It was about this time, that those who came to school early one morning were greeted with several chalk messages, emblazoned in large letters on the front steps of the school. One of these, directed at "Boyd", used a four-letter verb that was quite shocking and very much off-limits back then. Usually, we only saw that word written on the inside walls of the boy's toilet. As soon as I saw the message, I had a strong suspicion as to the identity of the writer—a friend of mine who had dropped out of school some time back.
Later that morning Mr. Kennedy summoned me to the office. I had pretty much guessed the subject of the meeting before I entered. He asked if I had seen the message. I replied that I had. He then wanted to know if I knew who had written it. I told him that I did not. However, I didn't tell him that I could make an educated guess as to the name of the guilty party. I detected a faint smile when he asked me if I knew who had done it... He really didn't expect an answer. Although we may have been innocent, we weren't above committing mischief. That spring, I threw a rock and knocked out one of Sparkman's street lights so that the street in front of Mrs. Curry's house (where Joye Ruth Robbins was visiting) would be darkened. Fortunately, it wasn't one of the more expensive street lights. It probably has been repaired by now.
Lynn Fite, who was one of my best friends, and I were in competition for the number-two position in overall grades. The class brain, James Edward Shirron, whom we called "Pear Head" for obvious reasons, had a lock on the Valedictorian's slot; of that, there was little doubt. Due to a technicality, Merlie Fohrell was ruled ineligible for consideration. That left Lynn and me in competition. Somehow, at the end of school, my grades were slightly higher than his.
Lynn's parents had a 1949 four-door Ford sedan. With it's V-8 engine, the car could run very fast. I've heard that it once did over eighty in second gear! We put a lot of miles on it during that last year of school. I suspect that his folks never realized how quickly their car was aging.
Lynn and I both believed that we had found the love of our lives that senior year. Lynn was sorely struck on Mary Sue Young, and I was crazy over Joye Robbins. Both of these romances traveled rocky paths. Once, during a break-up between Mary Sue and Lynn, he and I skipped school and hauled a load of lambs to market at Little Rock. Lynn was really feeling depressed over the state of things, so we came up with an idea, in hopes of laying a guilt-trip on Mary Sue for breaking off the relationship.
On our way home we came through Fordyce. We stopped at a beer joint on the outskirts of town and bought two cans of beer. Although neither of us was of legal age, no questions were asked when we bought it. We stopped at my house, washed the truck and cleaned up before heading to Sparkman, where we were having nightly practice for the senior play.
On the way there, we opened the beer and each took a sip or two. Lynn sprinkled the rest of his beer on his clothes, hoping to convince Mary Sue that her broken-hearted ex had taken to drink. When Mary Sue observed Lynn's and my (alleged) condition, she dismissed the whole thing with something to the effect, "If he's stupid enough to do that, so be it!" Recently, when I saw Lynn, he said that was the first, last, and only time he ever had any dealin's with alcohol.
Lynn and I went fishing a lot the year we graduated. We set out trot lines on the Ouachita River, most often with little success. We used the fishing gear and boat he borrowed from his brother-in-law. Lynn had a .410 gauge pistol that his uncle had loaned him. It had an exceptionally long barrel, which he stuck under his belt as we seined bait from some of the local borrow pits.
It was very dry that summer, and it seemed that snakes came for miles to congregate in the pits and sloughs. Bare-foot, our pants rolled up as high as we could get them, we waded into the murky waters, carrying the seine. As we pulled the seine toward the bank, we would sometimes see three or four snake-heads sticking out of the water, where they were trapped in the seine. As Lynn pulled the pistol from his belt and fired at the moccasins, the .410 shotgun loads sent water, mud and snakes flying. I still marvel that neither of us were bitten that summer.
On another occasion, we were rowing across the river toward a gravel bar on the opposite bank. Our intention was to beach the boat and look for a good spot to set a trot line. As we approached the gravel bar, we were paddling quite rapidly. Suddenly, the unmistakable sound of a snake's rattle pierced the air. Just to our left and downstream slightly, at the water's edge, was a large rattlesnake. He had seen us bearing down upon him and reared his head in the air like a cobra.
We both quit paddling when we saw the snake. As the front of the drifting boat struck the gravel bar, Lynn jumped up from where he sat in the front and moved toward the rear. Meanwhile, the current pushed the rear of the boat, where I sat, toward the snake. At that time we jumped out of the boat into the river. Fortunately, the water was shallow enough that we could recover the boat and kill the snake with one of the paddles. It took a while for the adrenalin to subside.
Saying Goodbye
For me, graduation was like being torn from one's family. The last few weeks, I experienced an emotional roller-coaster. On the one hand, the satisfaction which comes from reaching a long-sought goal; on the other, a deep sense of loss as I contemplated separation from those with whom I had grown so close. I remember sitting at the kitchen table at home one day, about a week before graduation, listening as Eddie Arnold sang:
May the good Lord bless and keep you, 
whether near or far away.. 
May you find that long awaited, 
golden day, today…
Fill your dreams with sweet tomorrows, 
never mind what might have been…
May the good Lord bless and keep
 you—till we meet again. 
How painful, as the words resonated through my mind, the realization that a cherished period in my life would soon be over, the relationships of many years slipping away. Mama, who observed my tears that day, remarked later that I acted as if our class graduation were a funeral. In a symbolic way, it was.
End

Epilogue

There is a famous novel whose title is, You Can't Go Home Again. In a sense, that is true. Those of us who have a longing to return to a simpler time and to reclaim an innocence lost, seek the unattainable. We may find some consolation in the knowledge that in our memories we can still return—to a world where we will forever be seventeen and ageless.
My thoughts are of a meeting place. There we renew old friendships and re-live some of the good times we once knew. I have experienced other lands, other places. Yet at the end of the journey, the miles traveled; the places seen; the encounters experienced; are as nothing as my heart turns homeward. Memories of youth await. I step across the threshold; home once more.
‘Tis evening on the moorland free; 
The starlit wave is still; 
Home is the sailor  from the sea; 
The hunter from the hill" 
~ A.E. Houseman
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