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[image: image3.emf]Some time back I had a conversation with a highly successful businessman, a Sparkman graduate who grew up in conditions similar to mine. He pointed out that back then, if one lived in a painted house, it set them apart from the rest of us—economically and socially. I had never thought of it in those terms, but upon reflection, realized how true it was.
Social status determined by one's material wealth, or lack thereof, was alive and well at Sparkman in the thirties and forties. So deep was the gulf between those on the farm and those in town that a member of my family who graduated in the late thirties still feels a sharp bitterness to this day. She has expressed a desire to never return to the place where that experience was burned into her memory.
While I never experienced such overt personal discrimination and felt a great deal of warmth toward most of my schoolmates there were certain girls from Sparkman that were off-limits insofar as dating or romantic possibilities because of the differences in our backgrounds. The divergence in their and my current and future place in society practically eliminated any expectation of a relationship. Instead, I was confronted with the cold reality of who I was and who they were. As in most cases of generalizations, there were exceptions to this exclusion, mainly occurring among the high school athletes who quite frequently broke through that economic and social barrier. Not that I say this with any ill will or bitterness, it is just the way things were.
In his book, All Over but the Shoutin' Pulitzer Prize winner Rick Bragg talks about the thing that separated the better-off in his small home town in Alabama from those like himself who seemed destined to spend the rest of their life laboring in the pulpwood forests or the textile mill - or in jail. He called it a glass barrier through which the cotton pickers' kids could see what was beyond the reach of their own hopes and dreams. Similarly, as we approached the day of graduation and the end of our time at Sparkman, going on to college for some was a given, a predetermined part of their future. For some of the rest of us, college was a very "iffy" proposition and for others, it was never even considered, being totally out of the question.
Years later, when our time at Sparkman is a distant memory, someone with a sociological curiosity might investigate to determine which of us were successful and which of us were never able to transcend the life-altering effects of poverty in those early years. But then if we try to define a measurement of what constitutes success in life, we may indeed encounter great difficulty. There is a tendency to equate wealth with success and in a material sense that is a valid assessment. However, over time I have come to the conclusion that rather than wealth or title, a more valid measure of success is whether, at the ending of our days, we are at peace.
Back in 1988 James Scudder, a staff writer for the Arkansas Gazette, wrote a series of essays that touched on the subject of growing up in poverty. James lived in the sawmill town of Carthage. In part he wrote:
"Arkansas hometowners who contend that it was good for us to be poor probably never were.

"Or they have been victimized by the ultimate trick of conscience: The past, or a great part of It, is an echoing sadness, it cannot be changed, so it is reified in memory, transformed into something it never was; a ragged little urchin dressed for the occasion m an ermine robe.

"The classic cop-out is the familiar Arkansas expression of nostalgia: 'We were poor but we didn't know we were poor.' From earliest recollection I cannot remember a time in Carthage when we were not poor. I cannot remember a time when I did not know that poverty was the cause of every deprivation the family suffered, nor could I ever accept the various causes to which it was attributed—an ordination of a sovereign God, ancestral sin, Herbert Hoover, or even the sawmill...

"The truth was, and still is, that the poverty resulted from an abysmal ignorance in which hopes, dreams, and courage died and which left one knowing child—there must have been scores of others…

"For years, I resented those who were better off, as If it were their fault. I had not yet learned that the better part of graceful living is knowing who and what to blame or the ultimate lesson of grace—that there are some things for which no one or nothing is to blame". 1
A few summers ago, when our daughter was visiting, she and I were alone at the house one day and I started telling her about a book review I read a few days before. It was about the author who grew up impoverished in East Texas during the depression. A portion of his book told how, at the age of ten or twelve, he finally got to ride the farm wagon into town. This was the first time he had ever seen hard surface streets and sidewalks in front of nice homes with lace curtains.
As I talked of the little boy's reaction to seeing all this, to my daughters surprise I began to cry. I was unable to explain to her why thinking about that child's situation caused so much emotional pain—except that perhaps I was re-living my own past in that moment and recalling a time of almost money-less existence; of wearing fertilizer sack clothes and sleeping on sheets and pillow cases made of that same rough fabric. That and crack-ridden bare floors, knot holed walls, and cardboard patches over broken windows through which bone chilling winter winds blew. Of smoky coal oil lamps, "risons" and bad blood from protein-deficient diets. All this, while a family kept afloat by toiling from sunup to sundown on a hardscrabble hill farm. Sometimes it barely produced enough cotton to pay back the sixty-five dollar loan obtained in the spring to buy fertilizer and seed.
Someone has described our transformation from innocence as "the day when childhood ended". But in a way, our childhood is never ended. Instead, it recedes to some inner part of our being where it holds us in its clutches to a far greater extent than we perhaps want to acknowledge. Old ghosts, residing in the deepest, dimmest recesses of our soul, venturing forth when the door is opened by a memory.

In the lonely hours of night I sometimes journey back to that old unpainted house on the hill. Where a small boy lies with his head in the comforting security of his father's lap as the porch swing slowly squeaks back and forth. Where for a brief time, all is right with the world as darkness comes on a summer evening.
Peace and Grace

 Boyd

[ 1 Article titled "Back to Beulah Land" Arkansas Gazette, Sunday Oct. 30,1988. Mr Scudder died several years ago.]
"There is this idea that hard times and adversity are good for you - morally, spiritually or in some other non-material way. This idea is usually perpetuated by people living in comfortable material   circumstances. The truth is that real poverty disempowers. If you're struggling to pay for the next meal or the roof over your head, your ability to build for the long term is diminished, your future ground down by the millstone of the present."


~ James Robertson Author, 31 July 2000
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