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HODDING CARTER III


There are only two lasting bequests we can hope to give our children. One of these is roots; the other, wings.
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If you like good stories, I think you’ll like this book. Stories of times gone by instill in us a consciousness of who we are—they give us a sense of history, and they help us understand the link that connects the past with the future.


When people see no relationship between themselves and their past, they feel isolated and disconnected. This feeling of disenfranchisement—which is sort of like a broken electrical circuit—destroys any sense of relationship by breaking down our bridges to the past and the future, leaving us isolated.


In order to reestablish our link with the past, we must retrace our steps. There is nothing to sustain us in our present direction—we must go back. We must rebuild basic family consciousness. I mean not only the immediate family of parents and children, but the extended family of grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, and ultimately—


the human family.


In a society of fragmented families, far too many children grow to physical maturity with no sense of belonging, no investment in anything larger than themselves. Storytelling is a way of teaching and preserving family traditions, which allow children to see themselves as a part of and vital to an ongoing history. It gives them a definite connection to the past and obligates them to the future. Their whole concept of self-worth rests upon the identification.


Most of the stories in this book are from my childhood, and a few are from other people’s experiences. People are always taking me off to the side and asking me if these stories really happened. Now, what kind of question is that? It sure takes the fun out of things. I think what is important is the truth.


For thousands of years, stories were the measure of truth, and they can still be used effectively in that way. Stories place truth in perspective. They give truth flavor by attaching names, faces, and geographical locations to abstract notions and emotional realities. I believe that all these stories are true in that sense—


and in that sense, they are all parables.


I heard the following story from Fred Craddock, an instructor at the Candler School of Theology at Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia. It was originally told by Scott Momaday, a Kiowa Indian, writer, and literature professor at the University of Southern California.


Momaday says that when he was a small boy living in a Kiowa village, his father awakened him unexpectedly very early one morning. He told him to get up and get dressed. He led a very sleepy Momaday by the hand to the house of an old squaw. He left him there and promised to return that evening. This process was repeated over an extended period of time.


All day this ancient squaw told him the stories and sang him the songs of the Kiowa nation. She explained the rituals and the history of the Kiowa—how they began in a hollow log on the Yellowstone River, how they migrated westward. She told of wars with other tribes—of blizzards, cold, and famine. She told him of great chiefs, heroic deeds, and buffalo hunts. She told of the coming of the white man, the clash and the war, of moving north, of moving—always moving. She told of diminishing numbers, desperation, and finally, Fort Sill, Oklahoma. She told of the surrender, the reservation, confinement, despair—and the determination to survive.


Finally, the time of his education was over. Momaday said “I left her house a Kiowa. I knew what it meant to be a Kiowa. I knew who I was and who my people were, and I knew that I would always be a Kiowa.”


Look back into your past; remember who you are and who your people were. And then tell those stories to your children. If you can’t think of any, read the ones in this book; and in them you will find your own story. You can simply use them as a point of departure—


“That story reminds me of the time …”


It is my prayer that quite often, as you read this book, you will find yourself putting it down with a sigh and saying to yourself, “Yes, that is exactly the way it is.” And it doesn’t matter if the action was right or wrong—because if it was right, you need to imitate it; and if it was wrong, you need to avoid it.


My ultimate goal is that you look to the Giver and Creator of life—incorporating His wisdom and nature into your own—and become more and more like Him.


LUKE 12:34


For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.
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HANNAH WHITALL SMITH


For the mother is and must be, whether she knows it or not, the greatest, strongest, and most lasting teacher her children have.
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My mother loved all growing things. We had apple trees, pear trees, a grape arbor, a rose arbor, tulips, lilacs, irises, and an annual garden. The Murdocks, who lived directly west of us, had a large cherry orchard. Although they gave us all the cherries we wanted, my mother was determined to have her own cherry tree. Accordingly, one fall we planted (I say “we,” because I dug the hole) a three-foot sapling. Mother fertilized, watered, watched over, pampered, and stroked that tree until it was a wonder it didn’t die from too much attention. It was amazing how it grew, and in its second spring, it actually blossomed and bore cherries—not enough to make a pie, but my mother was so proud of the accomplishment that she nearly burst. She even carried some of those cherries in her purse to show her friends.
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We always shopped at the A&P grocery store in Royal Oak. Fortunately for me, just down the street was Frantz & Sons Hardware. While my mother shopped, I wandered up and down the aisles of Frantz & Sons. It was a fascinating place. Great bins of nails, rows of hinges, racks of shovels, balls of twine—smells of feed, seed, leather goods—and a hundred other items all combined to make it a whole world in itself.


Inevitably, I was led to the fishing equipment, then the gun rack, and finally to the knife display case—which was a wooden cabinet with a glass door. I stood for long minutes gazing in wonder that there were so many fine things to be had. At the bottom of the knife case, there was one item in particular that attracted me. It was a belt hatchet—just the right size for me.
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It had a leather case that could be strapped right onto your belt for carrying purposes. I began to pester my mother about it. One day she actually went in to look at it, and I knew that my pleading was getting somewhere. It was a long process, but eventually she bought it for me.


I remember going around the yard whacking on things. It was exceedingly sharp. I whacked on old two-by-fours; I whacked apart an old crate that had been sitting behind the chicken coop—but it was all very dissatisfying. I wanted something more substantial to cut. All of the trees on our place were far too large for me to tackle with my hatchet—all except one: the cherry tree. As preposterous as this seems, the idea was probably enhanced by my schoolteacher telling us about George Washington cutting down the cherry tree. Since George was quite a hero, the idea of cutting down our cherry tree was an easy step.


I guess that just walking up and cutting it down all at once was a little too much for me, so I decided to trim it a little first. The result was that I left not a single limb intact. Our cherry tree was reduced to a forlorn-looking, tapering rod protruding from the ground. Around its base lay a pile of limbs with the leaves looking limp and sickly.


GEORGE ELIOT


Blessed is the influence of one true loving human soul on another.


[image: image]





When I stepped back to survey my work, my conscience began. You know, consciences are often the most useless things. When I needed it was before I started, but it was completely silent then—didn’t help me a lick. It never said, “John, you’d best think about this” or, “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Now, when it was to late to be of any use whatsoever, here it came—full blast. “Now look what you’ve done,” it cried. Pictures of my mother fertilizing and watering, her proud tones as she displayed those first cherries to all of her friends—all flooded my memory and made me feel terrible.


But what good did it do to feel terrible after the fact?


It also occurred to me that this might not be easy to explain. I put my hatchet in its case and wandered slowly into the kitchen. I had studied some on how best to approach this situation and had decided that it would be to my best advantage to open the subject before it was discovered.


“I know a little boy who cut down a cheery tree,” I piped in my most cheerful, winning voice.


My mother, busily occupied, laughed and replied, “Oh, I bet I know who it was. It was George Washington.” She said it so nice and sweet that I was reassured and plunged ahead.


“No, it wasn’t. It was John Smith.”


Right off there was a noticeable change in both the temperature and the atmospheric pressure in the kitchen. My mother turned on me quickly, and her voice didn’t have any sweetness to it.


“Did you cut down my cherry tree?” She grabbed me by my left ear (she was right-handed, so her grip was better), and we marched out to the scene of the crime—with her nearly lifting me off the ground, using my left ear for leverage.


I would have gone anyway.


When she saw the tree, she started to cry; and since she needed both hands to dry her eyes, she turned loose of my ear—which was a great relief. It was a sad-looking sight, standing there like a little flagpole—but I thought things might go a little easier for me since she was so sad and all. They didn’t. She whipped me with every last limb I had chopped off that tree—whipped me till the limb was just shreds of bark left in her hand. I was afraid she was going to start on pear tree limbs, but she finally gave out. It cheered me some to think that she was using the limbs on me—


instead of the hatchet.


You know, my mother went right back to work on that cherry tree. She kept right on watering and fertilizing and caring for it. Anyone else would have given up. She willed that tree to live, and it did. It grew and became a fine tree, with only a few scars on its trunk—to remind me of my folly.
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1 PETER 4:7-9


Love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.[image: image]
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MARK TWAIN
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We are always too busy for our children; we never give them the time or interest they deserve. We lavish gifts upon them; but the most precious gift ~ our personal association, which means so much to them ~ we give grudgingly.
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 [image: image]ne day I was playing in our backyard with a paint-can lid. It was before the days of Frisbee—perhaps the inventor of the Frisbee got his idea from watching the creative genius of a child who, like me, had discovered the amazing flying propensities of a paint-can lid. I was sailing it into the wind, and as its momentum slowed, the wind would take it higher and higher. Then it would begin its downward and backward glide, and I would try to catch it. Eventually, it landed and lodged on the roof of the chicken coop. Since we had no ladder, I got one of our long cane poles that we used for fishing and fretted and worried most of the afternoon trying to dislodge it. I finally gave up.
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When my father came home, I met him in the driveway. Before he was out of the car, I began pleading with him to help me retrieve my toy. He put his lunch pail down on the front porch, and we walked around the house together. He assured me that it was no problem and that we could get it back.


HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW


Give what you have; to someone it may be better than you dare to think.


He hoisted me up on his shoulders, then grabbed my feet and boosted me up onto the roof of the chicken coop. He told me to walk very carefully, because the coop was old and decaying. I retrieved my toy and returned to the edge of the coop. I felt very powerful looking down at my father. He smiled up at me and then held out his arms and said,


“Jump.”


Even now—forty-five years later—I close my eyes, and I can see him, as plainly as I can see the lake and the trees from where I sit writing this just now. He was so tall, so strong, so confident—with his big, handsome, grinning face—that it is easier for me to imagine that day than the day he died.
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