Louise Twyman Suydam

THE BEST OF TIMES?

o

- -

To paraphrase a well-known book tiﬁle?”ﬁhild?em Hemember the Darndest
Things.'" They store up bits and pleces of irrelevant knowledge; thelr
impressions of people, placesg and evenis sre largely subjective.

Iife rushesn by and then one day someons asks, "Do you remnember scoe?’

Oh my, yes! A spate of memories flood the mind in isclated pictures and well
remembered voices, interesting only to those who had been there with you in
that place and time.

There ig always a large capvas, painted upon by a successions of genee
rations, that serves as a backdrop to the stage upon which this younger
generation struts ii8 hour,

My backdrop was Bowllng Green in the mineteen twenties,.

On Saturday mormings whole Tamilies of farmers came to town in their
wagons. They gathered at the Courthouse to buy and sell produce in season,
horses and cattle at any time of year, to buy supplies at the feed store |
and to exchange views with their Tar-flung neighbors. Wives ghoppsd Tor
kitchen staples and household items not provided by the itenerant "tinkers™
who traveled endlessly around the counbtryside with pots and pans, nesedles
and thread and a scissor sherpening machine, and they visited with other
farm wives, The yvoung children played quietly bogether. It was off-limits
to us, but townsmen mingled with famers every Saturday.

On Saturdsy afternoons we were allowed to go to the movies, The fiims

were silent; the audience was not, We laughed at Ben Turpin, Harold Lloyd

gnd Charlie Chapling we groaned as we shared Pauline's terror when her

perils seemed likely %o overwhelm her,and hissed the villains with a vengence.
The piano player ran the gamut ¢of her repertoire from light hearted trilis,
through pathos, t0 menace inducive of nightmares,

After the movies we trooped into Callas' drugsiore for a chocolate coke
or & cherry phosphate. There were round white tables and little "ice cream"
chairs. It was a gathering place lTor everyone,

On two mides of the town square, bulli above sireet level, were shopsg -
the dry goods Emporiim, the Bazear, McElroy's Five and Dime, Mr. Toy's
barber shop and, my favorite, the statiocners where I could buy a book for
50¢ .

My friends and T were hooked on "The ILittle Colonel" and "The Ouddoor

Giris", both prolific series. We read "ans Brinker and His Silver Skates',
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Louisa M. Alecott, the brothers Grimm, Hans Andersen and even dipped %ﬂto N
Horatic Alger whofe marvelous titles’- "Rags %o Riches" and "Poor But Honest"
eto, were & JOV.

Most of us found The Bobbsey Twing boring and gageed on Pollyamna. My
great grandmother gave me Elsie Dinsmores {I wouldn't have wasted my owm
money on that paragon of virtue) and T dutifully read them on Sunday afternoons.
Books took the place of dolls on my Christmas list and I don't reeall sver
having a dells’ tes pariy with friends,

After the pleasures of Saturday. there was Sunday school and church at
11:00, Sunday dinmer with the family {usually the only day in the week when
we were all together), then Mamms would go into the parlor to plsy the piano,
Granfmother to her room for a nap and Mother off to spend the afternocn with
friends. 1 read Elsle Dinsmore.

At 7:0C it was time agein Tor chureh, but it was only Grandmother and I
who went. For her it passed the time; for me it was o family duty. Mother
escaped both services eniirely more often than not,

In the big Bapiist church the pulplt ares was very broad side to gide,
hehind it were gliding panels that opened onio the river Jordsn, backed by
mural of the appropriate landscape. The river was actually the baptismal
pool. The large cholr loft was above the pulpit.

The geremony of bapiisn was quite impressive, and no doubt it ig still
followed in seme way. I rather fancied wearing the white robe and being
the center of attantion and so I needed little urging when Miss Cherry
sugezested that twelve was just the right age for me to be bapiized.

The very next Sunday, as the last hymn was being sung, I walked up
tc the front pew (dubbed by many as "the simmer's bench®) and waited for
fr. Violet to ask whether I accepted Jesus Christ as my Savior, I had
naturally assumed that everyone did, but obviously one nad to so infomm
the congregation.

Wy great moment came two Sundays later, but it was not quite ag I had
imagined it., I walked down the left hand steps and beheld Dr., Vieclet in
hip waders. 1 got a fit of giggles, slipped -and sank right iunto the river,
swallowad a cupfall of the Jordan and went back up the steps locking a
very Sorry mess.

We were not finished with church for the week = there was Wednesday
night prayer meeting. Again it was Grandmother and I who attended. The
service wes short, mostly prayers and hymns, and was held in a small room

at the side of the main church.
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T was %0 redeen mysell on Wednesdey evenings by reciting poetryﬁté the
captive congregation - it probably made & ndce change from pravers.

This came about as a resulit of elocution lessons. T don't know whose ldes
thig was (certainly not mine}, tut Saturday mornings found me trudging up
many flights of stairs fc a big, bare room with a desk, a chair, a stage and
a large American Tlag. Could this have been the Business College building?

At any rate, a very pl easant woman itaught me proper gestures and intonstions.
Tt brought oub the haw in mey and T scon expanded my horizons beyvond Wednesday
night preyer meeting to "appearances” before diverse groups and a place on the
bill when pianc and dancing teachers gave reciitals to show parents amd friends
how well they had taught my contemporaries, These performances were held in a
place with a proper siage, boxes and season blckets for events far beyond the
scope of local talent. T vaguely recall that appearances by professionals
were sponscred by the University.

My forte was war poems, but I could dash off Kubla Khan, Thomas Campion's
"Cherrv=-Ripe! and any mumber of Shakespeare's sonnets., I also knew every bid
of "The Ancient Mariner" but found this was 1ikely fo make sn audience restless.

_ For scme arcane reason, my elocutlom teacher chose me for a most peculiar
migsion. She and I toured the county o very small rural schools where T
demonstrated the proper way to recite the pledge of ellegiance $o our
flag. I enjoyed the tour, but I have never figured out why we went.

We sharted school when wa were six and most of us could read by that
time., We did not need "social adjusitment' as we had been playing with other
children from infancy. I don't recall z school bully and good manners,
teught by example at hone, prevailed; Tazchers were free to pound knowlege
into our heads and to discipline us when we transgressed the rules of
good deporiment.

I do not remember whether the elementary school had three floors or four,
Wt 1t was old and some thought it should be replaced. Fire drills were
frequent and well organized. A large metal escape chute wan from top to
wottom of the building, with an entrance dogr located on each Tloor, The
doors were kept locked between drills and the senlor teacher on each floor
was in charge of the key.

The top floor students went down first, the teacher finally yelling

A1l out" as 2 signal for the next floor to siarte-
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The inside of the chute was constructed of 5 curves, gentle enoygh for
safety but Steep &nough o prevent any young joker from é%bpéing i dway.
When one's turn came, one sat down in the entrance, pushed off, and wers
dashed gzig-pag fashion down this dark cylinder, %o be shot ocut into the
schoolyvard.

In history class hercolic figures strode across our horigons - Alsxander
the Great, Tsmerlane, Gengis Khan, Hannibal, Charlemagne and Suleiman the
Magnificent. To this day, history is my preferred reading.

Wa took our geography neat - not thrown into the melting pot of Ysoaolal
studieg", We could guickly locate any country on the class globe; we knew
ite topography, its soil structure, 1{s crops and livestock, flora and
fauna, for upon such essentials is the charascter of a nation formed,

Fregquently., a particular country was studied in even greater depihe.
Students took turns making reliel maps, bringing in items native fto the
country when avallable, making drawings, writing essays and even dressing
in homemade native costumes.

Miss Dishman was responsible for my regretable nickname., T was a whiz st
writen tests, but in class my mind wandered far afielid. On one pariicular
day, in reply to a simple question that I had not really heard, T replied
77 don't know.? Completely exasperated, Miss Dishmen said, "You are the
most dubious child T have taught since your {incle Browder,” The class loved
it and T becams "Dubie" Fforever after.

My dreams were of books bearing my name as suthor: Uncle Browder's dreams
were undoubtedly of dering cavalry chargss. Beforse he was tweniy he had
ridden into Mexico with FBlack Jack Pershing and had then followed hinm to
France. There he dled, not gloricusly in a cavalry cherge but quietly, in
a Field hospital, of puneumcnia contracted while on sentry duty in that
very wet autumn, The nursing sister in charge wrote to MNamma and sent a
snapshot of Browdsr's grave. 1t was coversd with wildflowere, gathered by
the nurses who had been charmed by the youﬁg American,. They were malking a
bead wreath to send home with his body. At least there was a body to hury =
the Davis family had not been so Tfortunate; their son had been blown sky high.

Mamma {my grandmother, Mertha Hughes) wore black Tor the rest of ner life.
Her interests cenitered on the Gold Star Mothers whose project was a tree

planted along the Dixie Hwy, for each fallen son. T don't know how far they
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got, but Mamma's dnvolvement broughisunexpected visitors to Bdwliné Green, Sig
Harry Lauder, the Scots commedian, was on tour in fmerica end Anne,lady Leuder
spent a few days with us, They too had lost an only son. She and Mamme exchanged
letters and fruit cskes for years., Did Sir Haxry perform on our local stage?

Another Gold Staer Mother was Madame Schumann Heinek (I really do not know
the correct spelling) who was imperial, imposing and very kind. Also very large.
I an fairly sure that she sang on ocur stage.

And how could T ever forget our American Indisn guests! T have no idea how
Mamms, enticed them to break their journey to Washington (where they were to
present a petitlon to the Buresu of Indian Affairs), nor do I recall their
tribal affilistion., but Sioux seems to ring a bell,

We met the two braves and one scuaw at the rallroad station. The Busy Bee
Cafe nearby had & pepocrn maciine in the window and the younger man, whose
neme was long and complicated and who acquiesed to being called Tomy (1),
was fagcinated. I Bold him it was Indian wmaize heated with salt and bubtter.
Mamme, bought a bag for each of us - they loved it

There wgs a big production that nlght on our loeal staze. The older brave
painted his body ailver {ghockingly, he wore only a silver loin cloth) and
topped it off with a beautiful feather headdress. The girl . wore o lovely
tribel dress.

The backdrop was standard forest,and against a fake tree stage right stood
the girl. The brave was at stage left, sitanding with one foot on a fake rocok.
Their first song was the popular "Indian Tove Cell" and graduslly, as the
song neared the end, they mel center stage in a. chagte smbrace..

Leading up to this main event, iwo Boy Scouts marched onstage with a large
American flag, The audience rose and pledged alleglance, someone led the
ginging of the National Anthem and somewhere in this warmmyp period I recited
Hiawatha., Carried away, and feeling I'd done my duty by our native lmericans,
I d4id4 am unsclicited encore of Rupert Brooke's "The Soldier', hardly appropriate
on this alleimerican ocassion. I Tinished the evening in the wings with Tony
who was sitting on a chalr stringing beads on wires. Thig was to be a bracelet
for me,and I wore 1% until it came apart years laters

There wers 80 many diversorns in Bowling Green back in the twenties. Thers
were guiet dinner parties and musical evemings given by Mamma's generation.
Friday night "hops" and Saturdey night dances at the Country Glub, inter-

gpersed with lively dinner parities, for my Motherfs generation. There werse

<
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lavn pariies, croguet games, plonilcescat Beach -Bend and tablesmix présénted by
yvoung matrons. For ug, bthe younger generatlion, there were pajema parties where
we eyxperimented with coca cols and aspirin,(it didn't keep one awake all wnight
as promised), "mixed" parties where spin the bottle and post office were the
big attractions, We played musical chalrs and sardines indoors, hide and seek
indoors and out, tag, blind wan's bluff, jacks, mumbly peg, marbles, pitched
norgeshoes, roller skated,; rcde bicycles and ponles. And we too had picnics.

Our ¢lass had a plenie in a farmer's field and the farmer's wife brought uvs
a big juz of milk, Tresh that morning. The milk lovers smong us drank deeply.
A few days later we had high fevers and chills. I was 111 for many weeks and
when I reburned to class thers was a vase of flowers on a friend's desk: she
had died the day before, A routine Ywray thirty vears later showed my scars
of bovine T8, Thers must have been a rvich kid in our class: I remember him
being driven %o the plenic by a chauffeur,

A typical spring or summer day Tor my metherls crowd might start with
breakfast at the Cowmntry Club, where the cook, Houston, specialized in ham,
scrambled egge and hot biscuit. Golf or bridge, depending upon the weather,
Lunch, then home to rest before the evening's party,

A1l things were not oright and beautiful in Bowling Green. A crogs was
burned on the Llawn by thes town fountain. The orowd was small snd silent. I
was not frightenedsy T was confused. A cross was the svmhol of our Christian
faith, so were these white robed men who burned it the heretics that Ir.
Violet had preached about® I was A.W.0.L. again .and hoped I would be csught
getting back so that I could ask gquestions. It was a long time bhefore T
connected that cross with Jim,who unever came back to finish picking the
gocaeberriss in the garden.

Az Tar as 1 know, that was the only Xlan incident in our town, aside from

the time they taught a lesson to a chronic wife beater. They roughed him up

and made him the butd of Town jokes, but he never agaln lald.a.rough hand ony -

his wife.

There was ancther hanging, but Tthis orne was self~inflicted. It was the very
nice boy who sat behind me in schoel and wore polish on his fingernails,

One of the towmn's most popdler young men drowned during a picenic on the
river,

Thers was once a itrolley car line in Bowling Green, but it was abandoned
afier a boy was fatally injured trying 0 hop on while the car was gathering
speed. It was Halloween night, the boy was inm high gpirliis and there werse

those who said that the conductor had pushed him off,

-l
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On the whole, however, Halloween was a time of irnccent fun, I%-was dressismg
up and heing a pa;t of the parade downtown. It might even be a private parity
after the parade. We did not bang on doors and yell "trick or $reat" though
we might gtick & pin in vour doorbell and run.

The whole nation held its collective breath as we waited for the rescue
of Floyd Collins, trapped in a Kentucky ceave, and was shocked when the rescus
attempt failed. For a long time after, "The Ballad of Floyd Collins™ was a
nit on victrola records. At this time there was another ballad entitled e
Match Girl" and this was connected with the untimely, violent death of a
factory girl - or so I gathered at the time. Sad songs were enjoyed in that
eray but there were happy best sellers also,.

Everyone played the records of the Mr. Gallagher and My, Sheehan patter.
"After you, Mr. Gallagher," "No, after you, Mr. Sheehan,! There was "Frog
Went A'Courtin'' snd Y"Billy Boy" with verses that asksad, "Can she bake a
cherry pie, Bllly Boy? Can she bake a cherry pie, charming Billy?"

There were four generations of women in ocur house - uy greabt grandmother
Isabella (mee Wright) who had separated from her Civil War soldier hushand
before T wags horn, my grandmother Marthsa (Mamma), Mother (Mary Virginia) and
me. Grandfather Richard Hughes spent most of his winters in Carizzo Springs,
Texas,

My perents met during rehersals for a lecal production of "Babes in Toyland”
wihen Paul Twyman, a Hopkinsville boy, was a student at the Bowling Gresn
Business College. There was a whirlwind courtshlp, a2 June wedding, a daughter
late the following Aprii, = difference of opinmion on the size of g subseguent
Tanily and a friendly divorce.

Cne day when I was nine, Cousin Mary Garvin took me into {allas' drugstore
for a restorative., The waitress asked why I was crying and I veplied, "My
Mother just got married and she's going away."

She could have heen moving tc France instead of Toulsvilie. When Unele
Browder's body was shipped home in the early twenties, there was a big
funeral. Prue to thelr word, the beautiful beaded wreath made by the nurses
came with him, Entirely unexpected was the French officer, who had been in
the hospital with DBrowder, and his horse, The Frenchman wasg a nine daoys
sensation, especially when he dommed shorts and walked down to the Y.M.C.l.

for a workoutb.
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He fell for Mother and she was not indifferent to him, AudAt Sara, whose

domain was the kitchen but was never backward with advice to any family
member she deemed in need of straightening out, blew the whole romance into

oblivion. The Frenchman had o mistress!

ploture frame 1s foo young to be his ma and 1t sure ain't no lady lookin!
back at me,"

The nurses' beaded wreath was fitited into a niche in the specially designed
headstone and glass wag fiited over 1t. I wonder whether it ig still intact.

There wag of course no central heating in our house, but it was delightful
to go to bed by firelight and to waken 4o a fresh blaze. Uncle Alsc took care
of all the firepiaces, felched and carried for everyone, dug the garden beds
and weeded, did the heaviest work during spring and autumn house cleaning.

He was as quiet and gentle as Aunt Sars was voeal and tough. The last time I
saw him he was an 014 man, still devoted to Mamma., She was sitting in her
wheelechair and Uncle Alee was massaging her useless am and leg, and he said,
"Miss Martha, you gunna walk some day,"

I don't know when Taverne came o us - 1t seemed she had always been there,
my dear companion, Aunt Sara told us that there hsd been "an Indlan behind the
door nine months before Laverne's grandma was born" and this probably accounted
Tor her stralght shiny black hair and high cheekbones.

Between husbands Mother had "sultors' who brought me chocolates and books,
The West of the 1ot was a man named Durant who gave me a beautiful vietrola
whoge gldes were painied witifairy tale characters.

He was early for a date one night and Mother was just out of her beth. T
greeted him with, "Mother's clesn and nearly readv. Another lecture Trom
Aunt Sare on impropriety!

There was the womsn who collected, washed, ironed and delivered the heavy
laundry every week, There was the traveling seamstress who made my school
clothes. She srrived with a portable sewing machine, a box of Ysundries” and
a batch of patterns and she sfayed a week. My school clothes looked much the
same from one year to the next,

Pood tasted better im those days. There was calorie laden ice aream fresh
from the churn, full of fruit in season. Milk was judged by the depth of the
heavy cream at the top of the bottley buttermilk was rich and thick.

Aunt Sars made wonderful beaten biscuils, bubt she hated every minute of

this chore. The dough was turned out onto a marble slab and put through =
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wringer {iike a small mengles) over and over ggain until it was jus% right
for baking, Warm gall rising bread, slathered with bubter churned by a farmer's
wife, was marvelous,

There wag ham with red eye gravy and grits in the kiitchen with Aunt Sars,
Uncle Alec and Tavernse. When one of their friends had had a good night's
hunting, there would be possum, but the family dldn't know about this
delicacy. Snap beans were simmered with salt pork on the back of the coal
vange., They cooked for hours,and when they were rsady to be served Aunt Sara
added slivers of raw onion.

Aunt Sara was a speclalist in herb vinegars. She bottled them in summer,
using fresh herbs, especially tarragon. Those of Mother's Triends who had
found faver with Aunt Sara thet year received a botile at Christimas. Mamma
and T joined others in delivering Christmas food basksis 4o the needy. When
Memna asked Aunt Sara to bake a few cakes for the baskets, the reply wes,

"I doan bake for trash.'” She had her own criteris of "guslity¥, Aunt Sara
wzs a dreadful snob.

Un rainy summer days there wag always the attic to re~sxplore. Thers wers
trunks of ocutmoded clothes to try on, dressmeker's dummies o clothe, old
letters, papers and family albums (alas, now lost). There was a stereopbican
with three dimension pictures of foreign climes. And then thers was Aunt
Sara's room, She must have been fond of her relabives, even unto death, for
their last photographs hung on her walls. Perhaps the sight of them lyving
so peacefully in their satin lined coffine dispelled the horrors of Dante's
illugtrated "Inferno'} which fascinated and revelled me.

When there was nothing better to do, T hung sround the blacksmith's shop.
The smithy stood beside a siream, under s gpreading weeping willow. I think
there was a small bridge nearby. I gathered up 0ld horseshoes, made futile
attempts to help and generally meds a mzisance of myself,

In the springtime the gypsies starited thelr wanderings through the
countryside. They had the unfortunate repubtation of being thisves, one and all,
Wa were careful to leave nothing portable ocubside, housse doors were locksd
at night, barn or stable doors padliocked,

Onz early summer weesk, when I wag very young, Mammsz and T came upon a
very small encampment on her "potitom land® - a fifty two acre pisce near

the river, They locoked tired and very needy and so of covurse Memma brought
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them a food basket the next day. I went back with her, told them where we

lived and sat on our front porch half the night, hoping they would kidnap
me, I really wented bto dravel in that gelly painted caravany it was much
more appealing than the parlour gzz on the L & W railroad to Douwlsville.

The annual county Teir marked the end of summerts freedom, BEveryone
went - farm families and towaspesople, young and 0ld. There were tents full
of cakes, pled, breads and everything that could be canned, preserved,
bottled or plckled., There were prize vegebables, fruits and plants. Competition
Tor blue ribbons was fierce., There werse ganes and races and z fortune teller.
And then we were faced with another year of school.

Was it really the best of times? Probably not, but we muddlied through,
sharing pleasures and sorvews with friends and neighbors, and we survived,
I hope that Bowling Green has not oubgrown those gqualities that made it a

very special small town for a c¢hild growing up there in the vinetesn twenties.




