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 Considering the great questions
On Melancholia

Aching backs and Bumblebee Cotton

20 August 1999
But in spite of all those things just mentioned, the one thing that probably had the greatest influence in my life back then, whether or not I realized it at the time, was cotton. Back in the thirties we were not too many years distant from the plantation era where cotton sustained a unique southern culture and created fortunes alongside of grinding poverty.
The tenuous back-breaking hill-farm crop of bumblebee1 cotton we hoped to harvest each fall during the depression was basically the only thing that stood between us and a further descent into a money-less state of deprivation. A place of worn-out plows, broken harness, tired farmers, and mules and overworked, often depressed housewives with lye soap ulcerated hands from scrubbing overalls and fertilizer sack bed sheets on a rub board.
Those who lived through the Great Depression and its aftermath speak of the hold it has on us, and I find that to be quite the case. To the point sometimes of bringing tears, especially when I reflect on the things my parents endured, but from which my childish innocence shielded me. That was back then, but now with the shroud removed, the adult revisits and sees the other reality that was back there...
The winter after a major crop failure when a turnip patch was all that saved them from starvation. (In spite of that I still love corn bread and turnip greens.) The broken window panes, knot holes in the floors and walls through which winter winds whistled. There were "risons:"2 flour sack dresses; fertilizer sack shirts; leaky roofs; boll weevils; army worms; abscessed teeth. We didn't know what a dentist was; if a tooth needed pulling, the country doctor did it.
Stone bruises from going barefoot on sharp rocks. And finally, "Itch" that was treated with a mixture of sulfur and lard. Imagine if you will, all that underneath a layer of long underwear on a hot school bus on a warm spring afternoon...
And always but always being without money. But we didn't know what being broke was, for to know that you must remember a time when you weren't.
~  ~  ~  ~  ~

Having said all that, those times don't resonate in my memory nearly as often as the good ones. It seems to me that God, in His infinite wisdom, spared our young minds from the realities of what the adult world was really like back then. (If you hadn't traveled as far away as Camden3 until you were eight or ten, you might not have any idea of how the rest of the world fared.) Instead, we were set free to immerse ourselves in the wonders of nature that surrounded us.
Although I can recite the things that remind me of our families' situation back then, they are crowded out by memories of those glorious seasons, spring and fall—but most especially fall and snowy fields of opened cotton. The indescribably pleasant smells of ripening crops; of fall hay in the meadow. The fence rows of sumac, bursting with color in anticipation of the coming winter.
There were other pleasures such as plunging into a creek bottom swimming hole, maybe two feet deep at the most, on a hot August afternoon after traversing the white hot sands of a cotton patch in bare feet. And the times when the two families made hand turned ice cream on our back porch in the late evening and on into the night with a two gallon freezer that took forever to freeze. Or the aroma of sorghum juice boiling in a pan at the mill, as the molasses maker slowly coaxed it through the copper maze to the end where it arrived as golden syrup. It is apparent to me that riches shouldn't be described in terms of money alone.

God’s Blessings

1 ~ So-called, because according to some, it only grew knee-high to a bumblebee on those rocky hills.

2 ~ Years later, while an Aviation Cadet in flying training, I had another of those; it was diagnosed as a furuncle (boil). Spent several days in the hospital.

3  ~  Camden, Ouachita County, Arkansas, USA
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