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For Carl William Yeary and his descendants.

Also, for the millions of ordinary people who survived a pandemic, a great depression, two world wars, and the ever-changing times of the twentieth century.
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Foreword
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This story came from many sources, including snippets of things Carl wrote during his lifetime and recollections of family members. Paw Paw tape recorded some of his wartime stories, which Bill Yeary (Carl’s nephew) generously shared. The facts may not have been exactly the way Paw Paw saw them, nor the way his family remembers his telling of them.

Carl didn’t always use good grammar, and he scoffed at the notion of being politically correct. He respected enemy soldiers and, in his later years, developed a great admiration for Japanese electronics and automobiles. He hated no one.

This book uses phonetic spelling of some family names and Pacific islands that could not be located on any map.

Carl flew in PBYs, also known as Catalina Flying Boats, in WWII. They probably weren’t as up to date as the one on the cover.

I apologize for any inaccuracies.
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Chapter 1: Bango
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She thought it was so cute when my first faltering attempt to pronounce “grandmother” came out “Bango”. Cute is big in our family, and so the name stuck. Subsequent grandchildren learned it from me. The rest of the clan gradually took it up. Eventually, even her wide circle of friends knew my grandmother as Bango.

The last six or seven years of her life, Saturday afternoon was our time, mine and Bango’s. We played cards four hours straight. We were evenly matched, each more keen to best the other than to win a game. We engaged in small talk, mostly comments on strategy or speculation on what was in the others’ hand. Family gossip waited for the next shuffle. The unspoken rules required the victor to close the Saturday session by expressing mock disgust at the easy win, solemnly vowing never to play cards again with the loser, who presented no worthy competition. The following week, the game was on as if those words had never been spoken.

We paid no attention to Paw Paw on our precious Saturday afternoons. Bango had been his wife for more than sixty years. I suppose she had earned the right to ignore him when she wanted to. So, Paw Paw listened to the television against the backdrop of our cutthroat card games.

One Christmas, I gave Bango an electric shuffler because her failing hands could no longer mix two decks. Little by little she became less canny at figuring out what cards I had in my hand. Winning lost its pleasure when it came too easily. We gradually regressed to those games whose boxes said they were for children. There were good days when she would cackle at sticking me with the Old Maid and bad days when she was too confused to win although I cheated to her advantage. After we stopped even pretending to play, I did my best to entertain her with silly jokes and sillier talk. She began to include other people in our conversations, people I couldn't see and kinfolks who died before I was born. Towards the end she didn't know who I was any more, nor even who she was.

“Who’s he?” Bango asked, gesturing towards Paw Paw.

“That’s your husband,” I explained. “Carl. You remember him.”

She snorted. “That old man’s not my husband.” She had by then retreated permanently to the comfort of a time when Carl was young and handsome, her children were toddlers, and the people she loved most were still alive.

I don’t suppose the hard lessons from the great depression ever faded. Ever-frugal Bango was often heard to say, “Use it up. Wear it out. Make it do, or do without.” She never bought plastic bags. Old bread wrappers served the same purpose. At her death, she had an impressive collection of used twister ties, string, paper sacks, and reclaimed mayonnaise jars with lids. She championed recycling before it became a thing.

There is some measure of comfort in the sameness of family funerals over the years. Naturally, Bango's took place in the pie-shaped chapel of the funeral home our family had patronized for generations. It says something about the average age of the population in a town when there are more undertakers than fast food restaurants. Bango and her contemporaries had no fear of death. They dropped by what they called the funeral parlor, often bringing along a few kinfolks. They’d sit down and calmly plan out the details of their own funerals. Paid for in advance, of course. They wouldn’t think of leaving their bills for someone else to take care of. It should come as no surprise that the least expensive model was the funeral home’s best-selling casket.

For years, I didn't go inside the funereal house of death. Then the steel-spined folks born of pioneer stock in the first decade of the twentieth century began to wear out all at once, and I went there far too often. Tough as whit-leather, that’s what my dad called that generation. I’m not exactly sure what ‘whit leather’ is, but the meaning is clear nonetheless.

Great-aunt Opal's funeral was in the same chapel, a year or so before Bango's. Opal lived her last few years at a nursing home but kept her car parked outside, visible from her window, to demonstrate that she could leave if she ever wanted to. She rarely felt well enough to go to church on Sunday morning. Most Saturday nights, though, she gamely summoned up the strength to go square dancing. Some said her son swapped her casket for a cheaper model and got a partial refund on the funeral package Opal paid for. Others said, no, her son’s wife did it. She and Opal never got along. Paw Paw said they were both too dad-gummed bossy, but he voiced that opinion out of Bango’s earshot. She didn’t hold with criticism of her family.

And Great-Aunt Gladys. Once the nursing home staff neglected to bring her afternoon soda and didn't respond promptly when she buzzed to remind them. She had a perfectly logical reaction. She called 911 to report abuse of an elderly person. The emergency service dispatcher called Gladys' daughter and told her to get over to the nursing home and straighten things out, which she did. Thereafter there were no more calls to 911. No need; the Dr Peppers arrived promptly at ten, two, and four, just as they were supposed to. Attendants from the nursing home came to both Opal's and Gladys's funerals. They hugged the relatives and dabbed at tears during the service. Salt of the earth people populate little Texas towns.

There is a satisfying feeling of continuity that comes with knowing the location of my ancestors' bones. Dobyville, Texas, was settled in the 1850's. The town is long dead, but the cemetery lives on. Civil War veterans sleep there near the graves of people killed in Indian raids, alongside a startling number of Spanish flu victims and unnamed infants.

The historic little cemetery is perched on the side of a hill, on ground where rocks outnumber blades of grass. The few scrawny trees fail to break up the unremitting summer heat. People were buried here a century before it became fashionable to make graveyards look like front lawns. Still, the place never looks run down. Even before the state put up a historic marker, people took good care of the sparse trees and flowers in the old cemetery. My relatives at Dobyville go back to my great-great grandparents, and then my grandmother joined them. If I must bury someone I love, Dobyville is the place to do it.

According to our tradition, Bango’s bones rest with her husband's family. She never made any distinction between blood relatives and in-laws anyway. The way she figured it, family is family, encompassing the whole sometimes sorry lot, superseding all other priorities. She can be at peace in Dobyville. She will again know who she is. And if spirits engage in such lighthearted frivolity, she will clean their clocks at Gin Rummy.
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Chapter 2: Saturday with Paw Paw
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My Saturday afternoon talks with Paw Paw had an exact starting point. I am not entirely sure why I went there the first weekend after Bango left us. I did not want Paw Paw to think I came to their place only to see my grandmother, even though that was the truth. As much as anything, after years of a set routine, I didn't know where else to go on Saturday afternoon. So, at the normal showing-up time, I found myself at Paw Paw’s door. More sophisticated people might call his dwelling a mobile home, but he and Bango always referred to it as a trailer. It was a bargain, always of paramount importance to survivors of extreme poverty. My dad spent several times what they saved on the purchase price to fix up the trailer and try to make it tornado-proof. After a lifetime of restlessness, Paw Paw settled into a place anchored into the ground with big steel cables.

Daddy poured a little concrete pad for Paw Paw’s radio tower. Out in the county, at least in those days, people built a barn or added a room to their house when they felt like it. Building permits were for city people. When the concrete dried, Paw Paw did the rest of the setup for his ham radio operation. He ran the wires, connected his transmitter, and checked all the calibrations. Everything was in perfect working order when he finished, an outcome he never doubted. That’s not bad work for an eighty-five-year-old blind man.

Paw Paw was legally blind for twenty-five years by the time he and Bango moved to the trailer. He had an ever-diminishing sliver of vision left, what he would describe in military fashion as the space between ten and eleven o'clock. He said if he sat at exactly the right distance and cocked his head just so, he could make out most of the TV screen. When I came in that first Saturday of his time as a widower, he switched off the television. Mild discomfort overtook me when I realized that must mean we were going to talk.

In our family, we generally do not have long discussions. Men note that rain is, or is not, needed. Women exchange recipes and home remedies. The more important something is, the less likely it is ever to be mentioned. Therefore, I wondered what in the world Paw Paw and I would find to talk about all afternoon. I mentally addressed the question of how soon I could leave without being unkind. I was in for many surprises, about to discover what scant information I had about this man I thought I had known all my life. I can be such a fool.

In my earliest memory of him, Paw Paw was dressed in a Navy uniform, and we were walking down a street in Los Angeles, California. The year must have been sometime in the 1940s. Even though the sidewalk was three or four times as wide as any I had ever seen, it was crowded with people. And they were in a hurry. The casual, strolling gait we practiced in the small Texas town where I lived was enough to get a small child trampled on the streets of L.A.

“What are you doing?” the grownups kept asking me. I did not know how to explain that if I bent over the toes of Paw Paw’s shoes, I could see my face in them. I had certainly never seen my reflection in the steel-toed work boots my dad wore. I sometimes snuck into my mother’s closet and played with her purple suede platform high-heels, but even those marvels of modern fashion didn’t act like a mirror.

Paw Paw stayed in the Navy as long as he could. During their years of world travel, Bango longed for home. When he retired, out of consideration for her, they settled down in a little Texas town not far from where they started out. It was the kind of place big city Texans, say from Dallas or Houston, wrinkle up their noses and call a "one-horse town." However, Bango was rock certain everyone would live in her home town if given a choice.

Exotic locales had loosened Paw Paw's ties to his birthplace, but he managed to settle into the local routine. They shopped around, bought a duplex, and lived in both sides. One of the living rooms became the guest bedroom. That made three bedrooms and two bathrooms, all at a bargain price. The extra kitchen evolved into a storage area where things sat in a haphazard array of cardboard boxes and old grocery sacks. The functioning kitchen sported a well-worn yellow plastic and chrome dinette set, upon which yummy cobblers, hot homemade bread, and wildly competitive games of Canasta were regularly served up. The unfinished attic contained Paw Paw’s electronic gear. He would retreat up there for hours, oblivious to heat and cold. His powerful ham radio took him around the world to talk to anyone on the airwaves interested in swapping a few sea stories. Carl Yeary was, and always would be, a voyager.

A door between the two bathrooms doubled as a passageway between the duplex units. It was crucial to remember to lock both doors if you wanted privacy in either bathroom. Good manners also dictated remembering to unlock both doors upon departure. Anyone on the wrong side of a locked bathroom was supposed to exit the house, go around, and re-enter what was called ‘the other side’. Generally, though, they beat on the bathroom door until someone heard the ruckus and let them pass through into the other half of the house. Knowing whether the bathroom was truly occupied or the last person out had simply forgotten to unlatch the second door was a delicate matter. Grandchildren were known to take the closed bathroom door as a sign they should start pounding on it—often to the chagrin of one of their half-deaf great-aunts ensconced on the toilet. Proper house etiquette was to announce plans to take a bath well in advance to everyone, particularly in bad weather, to avoid trapping someone on the wrong side of the house.

Bango worked as a volunteer at the Senior Citizen's Center until she was seventy-nine, cooking and serving food to folks she called "them old people". Between meals, she regularly trounced all comers at dominoes. As time passed, her and Paw Paw’s fierce commitment to independence was no longer enough to sustain them. There were plenty of relatives in the little town they lived in. But that's not how it works, at least not in our family. When you get old, cousins, nieces, and siblings do not take care of you because that’s up to your kids.

Paw Paw and Bango reluctantly considered the eighth decade of life to signify oldness, and agreed it was time to move closer to one of their two grown children. After due deliberation, they opted to go further south to be near their daughter, my mother. Their duplex was sold to a man who planned to house his family in one side and a sewing machine repair business in the other.

I don't know if we have more rules than other families or not. I just know we have them. They are not written down, and are hinted at rather than clearly stated. Absorbed, more than taught. Everyone gets married. Everyone who can has children. Men work hard and support their families. Then they die first. Always. A few of the rules slowly changed over the course of the years. The kids now buy things on credit, for example. There have even been divorces among the grandchildren. The clear assumption was that Bango would face her final years of life as a widow. Paw Paw never expected to do without her.

As Saturday afternoons went by, I learned to my surprise that Paw Paw kept up with everything from the Loch Ness Monster to the operation of the International Monetary Fund. He never hesitated to tell me for whom I should vote in an upcoming election, and why. One Saturday he talked in precise detail about the pros and cons of financial trusts. My favorite times were when he would tell me adventures from his life that started almost a hundred years earlier in a town that died before he did.

Wait. I’m starting to ramble on like one of my great uncles. If you really want to know Paw Paw’s story, we should start at the beginning and let him speak for himself.
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I am the son of William Yeary and Lela May Cook Yeary. Some say our family name was once O'Yeary or O’erie, or even Youree. I believe it’s Irish, because Mama used to say we were as Irish as Paddy's pig. But one of our relatives did some research and said our ancestors came to this country from Scotland. Somebody else said that didn’t matter, that the Yearys were Irish, but lived in Scotland. So, I don’t really know for certain.

The first Yeary I know of for sure was a John Yeary, born in eastern Virginia in 1796. From there, some of the family moved on to Tennessee, with a few of the descendants finally ending up in Texas in the 1820’s. I know my grandmother on Papa’s side was real proud to be one of the Warners of Virginia. Supposedly, her family thought grandpa Calaway Yeary wasn’t someone she should marry. So, they eloped, with her riding double with grandpa on his mule to get away.

My mama and papa married in 1898. I was born in November of 1904, out yonder in Naruna, Texas. My folks had just recently returned from the Indian Territory where they had been for a year or so. I was born in Naruna shortly after they returned. There's nothing there anymore. Over time the town dried up and blew away like a Texas tumbleweed. I had two older brothers and two younger brothers. Mama had five boys before my baby sister Bessie finally came along. Curtis was the oldest of us kids. Mama said Curtis was fine at first.

We moved to Lake Victor, Texas, around 1905, when I was about two years old. They had built a railroad from Burnet to Lampasas and started the little town of Lake Victor. There wasn’t really any lake there. I was told the town name came from trains making a stop there to take on water.

My father moved his medical practice to Lake Victor and we lived there until about 1909 or 1910 when we had a place built up around where Ira Hutto lives, or I guess now Ira Hutto’s daughter. The old place was still there last I knew. I used to go by and see it now and then just to see if it still looks natural. We lived there for a few years and about 1914 we moved to a place east of Lake Victor. It was the old Boyce place, on the headwaters of the Gabriel River. It was just a creek where we were, but a little further down it became a river that runs down by Georgetown. We lived there in Lake Victor, and I started to school there when I was seven years old. The old school house is still standing. It was later remodeled and made into a church. The Lake Victor community building is what was originally the old Methodist Church.

My folks were living in what we called a shotgun house when Curtis was born. That's a house with a hall right straight down the middle, running from the front door to the back door. You'd generally have one or two rooms on either side of that main hallway. Mama told me when he was about a year old, Curtis was sitting in the hallway of that shotgun house one morning when a whirlwind came through. She said the wind swept him out the back door. He landed on his head and was never quite right after that. That happened way before I was born, so all I know is what Mama told me. Papa never talked about why Curtis was different.

Calaway, grandpa’s namesake, came along about three years later, then me. So, it was Curtis, Calaway, and Carl. I guess they ran out of C's, because the next child that came along was a boy they named Ralph. He was a little more than three years younger than me. Ralph and I were always close. After Ralph, Don and then Bessie were born. Until I was a teenager, I never knew anything but good times. I reckon I took everything for granted.

I was always closer to Papa than to Mama. Everybody I knew called their parents Papa and Mama because that was the fashion back then. I would have laughed at any boy that called his father "Daddy".

By the time I was born, Papa had a pretty good medical practice built up. After he finished school, he studied for a while with old Doc Howell in Burnet, Texas. I guess you'd call that being an intern.

Papa had an office in town there in Lake Victor, but not that many people came to his office. He made rounds in his horse-drawn buggy just like doctors today make rounds in a hospital. There were folks who were chronically ill, and he called on them regularly. If a person took sick suddenly, the family would send for Papa and he would go where they were right then.

There was a druggist in Lake Victor, too, what you might call a pharmacist today. Papa sent some business to the drug store, but mostly he bought ingredients from there. He liked to mix a lot of his medicines himself, in his office.
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