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Feet of Clay
(A hero lost)
In the late 1930's, I attended a rural two-room school that housed eight grades— four grades to a room. This arrangement provided the opportunity for social interaction between those of us in the lower grades and our older school mates. One result of this exchange was the inevitable hero-worship by the younger ones of some of the older students.
Clayton, I remember distinctly. He was affluent in the midst of the Great Depression. His father ran the commissary in a nearby sawmill community of Smead. From its bounty Clayton brought to school each day, items of which most of us could only dream. There were bologna sandwiches, made with sliced or 'light' bread, moon pies, and store-bought apples. Luxuries to which we who had to eat biscuits with sausage or ham, along with turnip greens and baked sweet potatoes, were totally unfamiliar. The noon recess turned into a barter session, with offers of baked sweet potatoes, biscuits, and fried pies in exchange for a bologna sandwich—or even a bite from one—if the competition was stiff.
Clayton basked in the attention and rose to the occasion with endless tales of adventure. He entertained us for days with each new series of a Tom Mix picture, which the tent picture show was showing at Smead. The majority of us had never even seen a moving picture.
We vied for the honor of being the favored playmate of Clayton; an honor not lightly bestowed. Finally, my turn came. One day Clayton asked me to help him capture some minnows from the nearby spring which served as a water supply for the school and as a recreational area for the students. Our efforts resulted in one small fish, encased in a Mason jar. Clayton, meanwhile, glibly described how he would have his father construct a minnow pool in their back yard, with running water and all of that.
His bus arrived and he promptly forgot the minnow in the jar. I took it home and the following morning, discovered that it hadn't survived captivity. Its small, pathetic body floated belly-up on top of the water.
In subsequent weeks Clayton's tales grew to such proportions that even my eight-year-old naiveté had beginnings of disbelief. Slowly I began to perceive that there was, perhaps, more falsehood than truth in the stories of our Sir Lancelot. It happened during the noon recess. In the middle of Clayton's spiel to his audience of admirers, I asked, "By the way Clayton, what did you do with the minnow you and I caught?" He replied, "Oh, I took it home; my father built a pool in the back yard and it's about that big now", (holding his hands six to eight inches apart in measurement)
Clayton's explanation remained unchallenged, as I stuck my hands in my bib overalls and walked away. In that moment of truth, with the liar unmasked, I had a bitter-sweet feeling. Victorious in exposing the lie, but saddened at the loss of a hero.
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