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For Jane, a wonderful companion whose company has made watching those Texas sunsets even more awesome.



Foreword

I used to read Jon McConal’s columns in the Fort Worth Star-Telegram when I was a little boy. He started writing them sometime during the mid-Crustacean period, I think it was. Nowadays, he’s kind of crusty himself.

For all these years he has been a wanderer, visiting Texas outposts, wherever there was thunder or sunshine.

He retired recently and turned his thunder and sunshine over to a new generation of reporters. He was eager enough to rest all right because he is still a vigorous crustacean and knows it is “not too late to seek a newer world,” lines once penned to describe another wanderer.

McConal loves real people. As a result, none of his people is seeking “closure” to the gate to the corral or anything else. No one whines about “wrong choices,” or “having issues.” Nobody has an “agenda” or “pushes the envelope.” Not one ever “raises the bar” unless it’s in a saloon or “takes his best shot” at anything, unless it’s with a double-barrel shotgun.

Instead, the reader will be moved by his sometimes-poetic renderings of Texas people and their lives. To Jon, everything—rocks, trees, vegetation, rivers, the wind—is alive and breathing. These subjects evoke in him similes that are startling either in their beauty or their strangeness. They are often lyrical, sometimes funky, sometimes just plain weird. But they always get your attention. About an old church he writes, “the boards sounded as we walked over them like the rasping lungs of a heavy smoker.” One particular smoker has a cough that sounds like “a flat tire running on the rim in gravel.”

The Texas wilderness has “hunks of rain clouds,” “ragged echoes,” and “patches of midnight.” A Texas tree is never just a tree. One is “a twisting oak with limbs that look like someone wringing his hands.” Others “have edges of reds and yellows, just tipped by fall like colors made by a kid strumming through a giant coloring book and had just thrown colors at pieces of pictures.” Thunderclouds sometimes look “like giant purple-colored turkey eggs.”

And Texas doesn’t have just land. In one memorable case, it is “pasturelands of mesquite trees and fields of tall bluestem grass and milkweeds bonneted in white bursts of flowers.”

This latter exaltation brings out the English teacher in me. I think that he and his fellow backroad mariners, John Tushim and Floyd “Doc” Keen, are not unlike a landlocked Ulysses and his mates . . . the obscure, sometimes strange Texas towns and counties he visits not too very unlike those of the lotus eaters and the old Cyclops. The denizens abiding there often live unusual lives, and if they don’t, they know someone who did.

He would roar past some sports or movie star, leaving “ragged echoes,” as he might say, to get to some grizzled geezer sinking a sucker rod or a woman bartender in Texola with a Chihuahua named Chili Dog. Celebrity trivialities hold no interest for him.

The people he likes are the chosen people of poets, of Homer and of Wordsworth. Wordsworth wrote about them because, he said, they were “less under restraint and speak a plainer and more emphatic language” and are “incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature.”

So, knowing that Jon thinks I’m saturated with some kind of incurable malady called englishteacheritis, I herewith make bold nevertheless to suggest that this book could be called a “Texas Odyssey” or “Lyrical Ballads for Texas.” But Jon McConal’s Texas is a fine title, and the book itself represents the Texas we should think of when we brag about this great state.

Tom Dodge

Midlothian, Texas

August 27, 2001



Preface

I have a confession to make. For the past twenty years, I did have the best job in Texas.

I have had many people tell me that. They did not hesitate with their opinions.

“Hey, man, did you know you don’t work? Ha. Ha. All you do is wander around the state looking for stories and people to talk to. Gosh, I wish I had your job. You got the greatest job in the world,” they would gush. Then they would motion for me to lean over and they would whisper into my ear, their breath choked with deviled eggs, coffee, snuff, and assorted other True Texas breath enhancers. “You ever die, I want your job. Thank they might consider me? Hail, when I was in the third grade, the English teacher said I should become a writer because I made a B plus on a paper about my favorite dog. I never did, but I am certain I could if all I had to write about were the people like you write about.”

I never agreed with them that I did indeed have the greatest job in Texas. I was afraid to make such a confession for one reason. I was afraid that if my bosses saw that I was having so much fun in my job they would think nobody could do a good job and have as much fun as I was having. Having made that decision, they would transfer or promote me to another position.

So I never confessed. But, today, after retiring on December 31, 2000, and having no fears of being promoted or transferred, I can confess. I did have the greatest job in Texas.

That job called on me to go out in the country, meet people, and write about them. And though I did spend a good portion of my time in territory where the Fort Worth Star-Telegram was sold and for whom I worked forty of my forty-three years in journalism, I frequently made treks to other areas like East Texas where the tragic story of Cynthia Ann Parker began and ended. My wife, Jane, who frequently went with me on my ramblings, and I discovered the grave of this woman of tragedy in early Texas history. We accidentally found the unmarked site in the long shadows of beautiful pine trees.

Other trips to East Texas carried me to Weeping Mary and to Crockett where a district court judge is using effectively a rather unusual punishment. He orders certain defendants to wear placards with bright lettering spelling out their crimes as they walk around the courthouse. I interviewed one of these defendants one day as he marched around the courthouse wearing a sign that read, “I have been convicted of selling marijuana.” He assured me he would never commit that act again.

I also went many times to what I call West Texas where I was born and reared. On one of these journeys, a friend, Tom Dodge, and I stopped in the tiny town where Carl B. Bradley is buried. He was the original Marlboro cowboy. And what a cowboy he was. He drowned when his horse became trapped in a stock tank and Bradley could not free himself from the saddle. Also on that trip we met a woman in the tiny town of Matador who does all of her traveling on a riding lawn mower. She has even driven ten miles to a neighboring town to buy groceries. I asked her husband what he thought of this. He shrugged his shoulders and replied simply, “When a person reaches eighteen and they are bigger than you are, they can do any damn thang they want.” He keeps her lawn mowers repaired.

I frequently had people who in one voice would say that I had the greatest job in the world and then ask, “But how in the world do you find enough people to write three of these in a week?” It is a good question. Before I wrote my final column, I figured I had traveled some 200,000 miles and interviewed more than 10,500 people in person. That equates to a town about the size of Mineral Wells, which is forty miles west of Fort Worth.

But I found my subjects by being a good listener. I contend that if you are a good listener, practically anyone you meet has a story worth telling. I found one in a man who lives in southern Johnson County. He had built his own casket, a beautiful piece of woodwork. He was in excellent health, so until his time came and the casket was needed, he was using it as a coffee table in his living room.

I found unusual people wherever I went. Consider the time I went to Bob Wills Day in Turkey, Texas. This is an annual event held to honor the late Bob Wills, creator of western swing, who also recorded one of the all-time best-selling records, “San Antonio Rose.” During this celebration held the last weekend in April, more than 20,000 people pack this tiny place of 551 people. If you want to experience a true Texas happening, go to Bob Wills Day. I did in hopes of interviewing some of the surviving members of the Wills band, called The Texas Playboys. They put on an afternoon concert and played for a Saturday night dance.

Well, during this afternoon concert, I met Loyd Cox, a person I first thought must be a part of the sound crew. I surmised this after seeing Cox move all over the stage holding a tiny microphone and a tape recorder during the Playboys’ performance. Finally, during a break, some officers led Cox from the stage. I walked over and talked to him. “No, I ain’t no fancy sound injuneer,” he said. “But I do love Bob Wills music.” And he had written some songs himself. He sang one for Jane and me during a break. It was called “False Teeth Security.” I doubt if it ever made the top hit charts. But, gosh, what an interesting character Cox was.

And that is my point. Texas is full of people with unusual and strong personalities. The majority of these will never make the newspapers or the magazines or the television screen. But they are there, hard-working individuals who make Texas what it is. You find them everywhere. That is why our state has become such a high interest item for authors and film crews. People admire us for the people who make up our state. There is no mold for our citizens. There is no same cloth. We are all indeed individuals. Proud and interesting and hard working people who make our living in some rather unusual ways like Bob Miller in Fort Worth who buys thousands of cow horns and turns them into beautiful hat racks and chairs and sells them to an international market.

Or consider Laura Butler, an internationally known artist and a native Texan whose paintings are so vivid and real that you swear you can smell the sweat of the cowboys and horses she has created as you look at her work. I talked to this attractive woman in her studio and watched her as she created yet another dramatic scene that when finished would bring in an amount in the five-figure bracket. And she does this in spite of having multiple sclerosis. “Yeah, I got MS,” she said. “But it hasn’t killed me yet. So I keep on working.”

Butler lives in Mingus, a city once renowned for its wild nightclubs sprinkled in the belly of large coal deposits. From 1890 to 1927 Mingus attracted more than 20,000 people from this nation as well as from several European countries to work in the coal mines. The mines have closed. But there still are things to see, like Lovera’s Grocery, owned and operated by Albert and Vera Lovera, whose parents came here from Poland to mine coal. Or you can eat at Mary’s in nearby Strawn, one of the best Mexican restaurants in Texas.

I say all of this when somebody questions the interest in a collection of my columns, saying, “Hail, nobody outside of your area will be interested in this.” I say they are wrong. My people are the same kind of people who make up East, South, North, and West Texas. Their twangs may be an octave or two higher or lower, but they speak the same language and experience the same emotions. They are good people. They are strong people. They are by gawd Texans.

So with that, I give you this book. And I want to say thank you to the people about whom I wrote.

Also, I would like to acknowledge some people who helped me early in my pursuit of becoming a writer. Two of those, Mrs. Nell Bridges and Mrs. Lillian Huffstutler, taught me high school English. Both encouraged me and helped me find my love for writing in the pages of authors like Steinbeck and Mark Twain. God bless both of them.

Another man who thought he recognized my potential was Dr. Ferol Robinson, then head of the journalism department at the University of Sam Houston. He helped me receive two scholarships and offered constant advice and encouragement. He was always there in those often difficult college days. Dr. R, as the students called him, I thank you for helping me find one of the greatest jobs in Texas.


[image: image]


Chapter 1

Characters
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Finding people with interesting stories was never a problem for me. My problem was having enough time to listen to their stories.

I found my characters everywhere. You can do the same. Go into a small town and look for a livestock feed store, car repair garage, welding shop, a café with several pickups and cars parked in front, or just a good shade tree. All of these are meccas for people and stories. Still others can be found on the front steps of the county courthouse. Or better yet, spot a place like the small bandstand on the courthouse square in Granbury, Texas. Places like that have characters galore assembled there.

I found early in my career that practically everyone has an interesting story to tell. I once told a creative writing class that I taught at Texas Christian University, that if I could sit down with each individual in a group of fifty and spend an hour listening to them, I could find plenty to write about. I still believe that. I am amazed at the stories that have never been told about these people who are in such abundance in our state.

I used to play a game when I left my home early some mornings. Maybe I would have only one interview scheduled 50 miles away. The game called for me to see how many additional interviews I could find just by listening and looking during the remainder of the day. I never came back with only the one interview. Sometimes I would come back with as many as five. When I reached that number, I figured I had won the game.

So I always watched and listened. It was amazing what I heard. And I am still hearing interesting stories despite having retired. Like the other day I attended a funeral of a World War II veteran I had once written a column about. After the funeral, a rancher came to me, shook my hand and said, “Jon, I got a story for you. Quite a mystery, too. I know you ain’t writing no more. But I think you will like this one. So just come on down and I’ll buy your dinner (lunch really, but few Texans call it lunch; dinner is served at noon and supper is served in the evening) and then we’ll go out in them old cedars and hackberries in this ragged old country and fight them horseflies and I’ll show you the daggumdest mystery you’ve ever seen, heard, or read about.”

Anyone can find these stories and people. Just look for that shade tree and start listening. The following columns came from people I met that way.

[image: image]


Charlsie of Mineral Wells

Clients at Charlsie’s Hair Gallery and Bargain Store can get everything from a full hair job to a good buy on a piece of junk.

The unusual store with its huge sign does not beat around the bush about the possible bargains inside. Beneath the sign are a couple of used ironing boards with other stuff piled on top of them.

Inside, eight stylists work on hair. Charlsie Sparks, owner, who has done everything from tending bar to styling hair, laughed about her shop.

“I’ll sell anything that will sell,” she said.

And after a hair session, if the client needs a dozen eggs, well step right over here to this refrigerator. The eggs are fresh from the country.

Sparks is a delight. She has brown eyes and red hair and obviously does not take herself too seriously. Her place is also a delight. On this day, she had a 500-piece jigsaw puzzle for customers to work on if they wanted. If they were hungry, well they could step over to this huge spice pound cake that Sparks baked and get a slice. For free.

If someone comes in just to buy a piece of junk and everyone including Sparks is busy styling hair, she will holler: “Help yourself. If you find something you want, pay for it. The tax schedule is on the cash register.”

Sparks took a break to talk about herself and her career.

“I’ve been a hairdresser for thirty-seven years,” she said. “I got my degree from Isabel University of Beauty Culture in Fort Worth in 1961. I’ve either been a bartender or a hairdresser since.”

So how in the world did she begin selling junk?

It was simple. Her father, J.W. Sparks, and her late mother had always collected and sold junk. Sparks did a fair amount of collecting herself. The items had accumulated in piles at her house.

“I brought them down here and they began to sell,” she said. “So I began making the garage sales on weekends and buying anything that will sell.”

I looked at some of the things she had for sale—old refrigerators, microwaves, used boots, ranch chairs made from rawhide, books, electric heaters, and an old wood stove found in a banker’s front yard.

Kay Willmon of Millsap had come to check the junk.

“I love this place,” she said. “And someday I just might have my hair done here.”

Julia Green voiced similar sentiments after her first visit.

“My friend recommended this place. I’m not disappointed,” she said.

So we looked at dolls, snow skis, and a plastic water pistol as we worked our way to the beauty parlor. Evelyn Thomas, who has been doing hair for fifty-one years, is one of the operators. She talked about changes in the business.

“When I first started, hair coloring was done behind curtains so nobody would know whose hair was being colored,” she said.

Somebody yelled for help from the bargain section of the shop. Sparks yelled back, “Help yourself.”

Then she made a rather startling revelation. She has never lost anything to thieves and has only had one hot check that she could not collect on during her entire career.

That’s a pretty good record for hair styling and junk sales.
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Carl Bradley—The Marlboro Man

They say Carl B. Bradley had the looks of this country.

Certainly this country in Knox County held things the late Bradley, one of the original Marlboro cowboys, loved dearly, including cattle and horses.

This region looks like cowboy country. The Brazos River stretches like a finger that has been broken several times through mesquite flats leading to this town north of Abilene. Evidence of the battle with those trees showed in several places where they had been bulldozed and poisoned.

“But they still survive. They are as tough as an old one-nutted bull that hangs out in those brakes,” an old rancher told me one time.

Tom Dodge and I had come here to see the grave of Bradley, known as Bigun. The smell of asphalt from a recent paving job was heavy in this town, also known as the home of the seedless watermelon. We stopped at the local newspaper to ask where Bradley was buried.

Stacy Angle Thompson, publisher, said she had no time to talk to us. She was working on the current edition. As we started to leave, she said, “I did sing at his funeral. I sang ‘Church in the Wild Wood.’ But I can’t remember where it was or where he is buried. I’m sorry. I’m in a hurry.”

Anne Underwood at the Citizen’s Bank was not in such a hurry and talked about Bradley.

“I don’t remember much about Bigun other than he was a good dancer and a great guy,” Underwood said. “If you’ll go across the street and talk to Birdie Helton, she knows a lot about him. They went to school together.”

So we stopped across the street at an oil well supply firm and met Birdie Helton, a friendly, attractive woman.

“Oh, yes, I remember Carl B. He was good looking and he always had a big smile,” Helton said. “And he loved cowboying. That was his life.”

That was what he was doing when he was killed—trying to free a cow from the mud of a stock tank. His horse reared back and fell, killing the horse and Bradley.

“He was chosen as a Marlboro cowboy in the late 1950s,” she said. “Carl B. was the most authentic cowboy I’ve ever known. He got the name Bigun from his little brother. But he was not really a big man.”

Then she told us where he was buried. We drove there. As we passed two jackrabbits with long ears sticking up like long, gray slices of potatoes, I thought of what another person, Chandler Dietrich of Fort Worth, a longtime Bradley friend, had said about him.

“Even today, I don’t think of Bigun Bradley being gone. He isn’t really. He crosses my mind every once in awhile. I can travel around Old Glory and Aspermont, drive through Matador and Guthrie, and he and Sheep Morrow, Mike Shanks, and George Humphreys they just sort of drift back,” she said. “He was the best looking man I ever saw and the best I ever saw with a horse.”

She met Bradley when she was a freshman at Texas Tech in Lubbock.

“I was the second woman ever to take animal husbandry there. They were just amazed at me,” Dietrich said.

But she had always wanted to be a cowboy.

“And I mean cowboy and not a cowgirl,” she said.

Her pursuit of that dream led her to be detained several times by campus security because she wore jeans into buildings where women were supposed to wear dresses.

“It was all right for a football player to wear shorts and a jockey strap but not for a woman to wear jeans,” she said.

She met Bradley after her only horse died, and she managed to get an invitation to look at the new colt crop at the famed Four Sixes Ranch. She found an animal she wanted.

“She had been ridden three saddlings by Bigun Bradley,” said Dietrich. “He took almost three hours to tell about her.”

She also remembered Bradley’s good looks and manners.

“He was the kind who always took his hat off when he talked to you, and I remember all of the ‘yes ma’ams’ he used,” she said.

The horse she chose was named Reno Dodger, and Bradley helped her load it.

“He wore a white Oxford button-down collar shirt, starched Wranglers, and Tony Llama feedlot boots, black with red tops. He smelled like horses and Old Spice,” she said. “And after we loaded her, he told me to be kind to her because he never had much use for anybody that wouldn’t be kind to horses.”

She kept the animal for thirty-three years until it died a natural death. Both she and Jimmy Lynn, also of Fort Worth, attended Bradley’s funeral.

“I was fourteen when he died (May 8, 1973). They said everybody went to his funeral,” said Lynn. “I remember how impressed I was. Never seen so many pickups parked in one place before.”

Dietrich recalled the scene.

“I hope somebody told you how many folks turned out. Many rode their horses to his funeral,” she said. “I also hope somebody told you that there is a special place for real cowboys who are kind to horses.”

We easily found Bradley’s grave. He was born February 9, 1937. An inscription on the tombstone reads, “Bigun, a cowboy and a man.”

Dodge and I sat for a moment under that clear West Texas sky with clouds that looked like white silk. Far off, we saw and heard more jackrabbits loping through the parched grass. About a quarter of a mile away a grove of oaks punched their way from the dry ground. They made an abundant shade, a good place to sit and let the sweat dry off of your shirt.

Some tiny yellow flowers stood nearby, so striking with their delicate appearance in the streams of heat. For some reason I thought of a line from that song by the woman who could not remember where Bradley was buried. It goes, “No spot is so dear to my childhood.”
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Coffin Maker from Sand Flat

I’ve met some characters in my excursions along Texas back roads. I’ve met people who eat alligator. I’ve met people who eat rattlesnakes. I’ve met people who have built houses from railroad crossties and from old cars.

But I have never met anyone who can top Harold Johnston’s feat. He has built his own coffin. It sits in his living room waiting for the day he departs. In the meantime, it serves as a coffee table—and quite a conversation piece.

Johnston laughed at my reaction after I walked into his house and saw the casket made of black walnut sitting in prominent display in his living room.

“Well, I always have had a weird sense of humor,” he said.

That is obvious. We talked from his home in this community about seven miles southeast of Cleburne on Farm Road 4 in Johnson County. He’s short and has a moustache tinged with gray. He is sixty-five and earns his living by overhauling injector pumps for diesel engines, buying and selling cars, and metal art work.

He also won national fame when he spent seven years totally rebuilding a Vultee V1-A airplane once owned by William Randolph Hearst. When he got the plane, a single-engine passenger model built in 1936, it was in pieces. Today, after his several years of work, it is the only one of its kind that is still flying.

But that is another story. This day we talked about the coffin, which is quite attractive. Johnston opened it and inside is a padded lining and a fifth of whiskey near a pillow.

“I don’t drink, but I thought it would be a good idea to have that because you don’t know where you are going to wind up,” he said.

Johnston said memories of his late father, a farmer in West Texas, are what really caused him to build the coffin.

“My dad was a Scotchman’s Scotchman,” he said. “He did not believe in spending money unless it was absolutely necessary.”

He told a story to illustrate his father’s frugal philosophy.

“He was the kind that if he had a crew out in the field working and he fell into our well, he would tell Mama to leave him in the well until the crew came in for lunch before telling them to get him out of the well so they wouldn’t miss any work,” said Johnston.

When his father was seventy-four, he suffered a serious stroke. He figured he did not have long to live. So he went to town to buy a coffin.

“When the funeral home guy quoted him the price, he said, ‘Hell, that is too high. I’ll just go home and build my own,’ ” Johnston said.

That impressed the son.

“I decided that I would build my own coffin before I had a stroke,” he said.

And there it sits beside the television and beside one of his striking metal creations, a windmill scene cut into an old steel disc from a plow.

Johnston said he has indeed had many laughs from the coffin.

“People walk in. They look at it. They sit down and keep looking at it,” he said. “They finally will say, ‘What is that? It looks like a coffin.’ I tell them they are absolutely right, that it is a coffin . . . my coffin.”

The late Ted Tate, who had gone with me to Johnston’s place, shook his head.

“What do your kids think about it?” he asked.

“Aw in the beginning, they thought it was a little weird,” said Johnston. “But, it’s all right with them now.”

The coffin almost ensures that there will be no dead spaces in conversation.

“Say a stranger comes here and we run out of things to talk about. All I’ve got to do is point at my coffin, and that will get conversation started,” he said.

In other words, silence is easily buried when there’s a coffin sitting in front of you.
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Essie Huneycutt—Cleburne
Hamburger Cook

Getting to talk to Essie Huneycutt at noon requires some planning around her cooking duties at Morris Neal’s Handy Hamburgers.

Just taking a guess at the number of hamburgers that Essie has cooked since taking up a spatula in this café located near the courthouse square is impressive.

Somebody figured that she has cooked more than one million. And recently, while I was waiting to talk to her during a noon rush, she obviously was working on that second million.

“I will try to fill in for her for a few minutes,” said Pamela Trotter. “But people do love her hamburgers.”

One of those is Tom Dodge, author, commentator for PBS, and Cleburne native.

“I’ve been eating hamburgers here for fifty years, even before Essie came,” he said. “The reason is they are good and they have never changed.”

We looked at the menu at Neal’s, which is located just across from the jail. The smell of frying meat and onions was strong and pleasant. And the prices are pleasant too—$2.20 gets you a jumbo burger.

“I can tell you, the people who eat here don’t worry about the fat content,” said Dodge, who ordered a double jumbo with cheese for $2.95.

The crowd includes the well dressed and not so well dressed. Practically everyone entering yells, “Hey, Essie, how is it going?”

She smiles as she stands at the huge iron grill, a territory she knows as well as an attorney knows law books. This day she wore shorts, walking shoes, and a red blouse. Our orders came. Dodge’s double jumbo was huge.

“Now this is a hamburger,” he said.

Shortly afterwards, Essie, seventy-three, joined us.

“The reason the burgers are so good here is that we use only fresh meat,” she said.

She believes in what she cooks because for the past twenty-five years, she has eaten one hamburger every day at 9:30 A.M. during her six-day schedule. That is her breakfast and lunch.

“This means you have eaten more than 9,000 hamburgers since you have been here,” said Dodge.

“That’s right,” she responded.

She got her first job cooking when she was about thirty-two. After she and her late husband, Clyde, moved here, she began cooking hamburgers for the late Morris Neal, for whom this place is named.

“I tried other things, like working in a department store and a drugstore. But I didn’t like those. So here I am,” she said.

She says that working here saved her life.

“When Clyde died a few years ago, I don’t think I could have survived if I had not had this job and all of my friends here,” she said.

But dealing with the pain of arthritis in her legs sometimes makes her think about quitting.

“But I don’t know what I would do. Sit at home and watch soap operas? No, I don’t like that idea,” she said. “I’d rather be down here cooking hamburgers.”

She smiled.

“Besides, I have worn out two spatulas working here. I used them so much that they nearly didn’t have a middle left.”

Then she asked if it was okay for her to return to the grill. Duty called.

And there she stood, a hardworking, honest person, enveloped in the steaming clouds of cooking meat and onions.

And not too far away is a group of men who have consumed liberal portions of Essie’s hamburgers. You can hear about that as well as many other subjects while listening in on a domino game at Club Domino. There is no huge sign proclaiming its existence, but the noise does erupt regularly from the tiny room that has been designated Club Domino off the main lobby of the Greenbrier Inn and Restaurant.

An ancient concrete lion yawns its presence near the front door. The plate glass window is cracked and paint peels from the frame, maybe a result of the blue words flaming from the door.

“Hey, you gripe every play,” shouted Bob Milddleton at one of his opponents. “You could make 30 [a high domino score] and you’d still gripe.”

Eli Cooper, a tall, slender, white-haired main, smiled at the comments. He wore striped suspenders and looked like a railroad man. He was before retiring from Santa Fe after some forty-two years. He spent many years as an engineer on a steam locomotive.

He mentioned the late L.C. “Blackie” Mansfield, a longtime coach in this town whom everyone knew. He was one tough SOB said Cooper.

“He’d come in while players were showering after practice and say, ‘You boys think you are tough. Well, I will show you what is tough.’ Then he’d grab a handful of hair from his chest, rip it out, and say, ‘Now that is tough. Hail, you boys don’t even have any hair on your chest.’ ”

A just-ended domino game abbreviated his story. The winners pulled money from their pockets and chunked it into a tin cookie can.

“Those are our dues,” Cooper explained. “Whoever wins puts money in the pot. We pay our rent with that.”

Then Cooper began talking about the late C.C. Cook, a well-known Cleburne doctor.

“They said he removed a man’s appendix one time while the man was laying on the hood of his car,” said Cooper.

Many people paid their doctor bills by working for him or giving him milk and chickens. An eruption from the table again interrupted Cooper.

“What the hail are you doing playing out of turn?” John Donoho demanded.

One soon realizes that these outbursts are just a part of the game and not meant as true insults.

Really, Noah White said, the games are a chance to get away from the daily routine of retirement or work. White, forty-seven, owner of a concrete-cutting firm, worked seventeen years for the railroad where he met many of the players. Today he is Club Domino president.

“My main job is to find us a place to play so it will keep us out of our wives’ hair,” he said.

That brought a story about domino players from Carl Glen.

“This circus was leaving town and one of its baboons died. So they threw it to the side of the road. Somebody found it and took it to a doctor to be identified. The doctor looked at it and finally said, ‘Well, judging from its red [behind] and the look on its face, I’d say it is a domino player.’ ”

His story drew several loud laughs followed by a loud demand, “Are we going to tell stories all day or play dominoes?”

They did both.
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Ferris Wheel Builder of Zephyr

People throwing a party often ask for the use of Judy and Eugene Painter’s front yard.

That’s understandable once you reach their house, which is down a gravel road and about seven miles northeast of this town in southeastern Brown County.

You certainly don’t expect to see what is in their front yard. But, there it is . . . a Ferris wheel.

That’s right. Although it’s small, it is a legitimate, honest-to-gosh Ferris wheel. There are also a couple of merry-go-rounds and several rather outstanding pieces of metal art.

All have been created by Eugene Painter with help from his wife, Judy. We had driven here after Lucille Roach told us about the Ferris wheel.

“You boys want to see something unusual, then you should go out and look at the Painters’ Ferris wheel,” Roach told Doc Keen and me on a visit through this part of the country.

So we had gone to Judy Painter’s beauty shop here. And she, a friendly woman with a large plait of brown hair spilling down her back, said sure. She would gladly show us the Painter Ferris wheel.

So we went to the Painter place. And, gosh, what an interesting place with antique farm equipment, collected by Eugene Painter’s father, Harvey, sitting out front near the Ferris wheel. She told about her husband deciding to build it.

“He saw one when we were at Six Flags,” she said. “He looked at it and said, ‘I think I’ll go home and build me one of those,’ ” she said laughing. “I thought he was crazy.”

She gave the dimensions of the Ferris wheel. It is 18 feet tall, has four seats, and is anchored by 6-inch pipes that are cemented 3 feet deep into the ground. A two-horsepower electric motor with a gearbox turns the 20-inch cog on the end that spins the Ferris wheel.

“You guys want to ride on it?” she asked.

Of course. But first we were shown other things that Eugene Painter has built. She showed us a merry-go-round that is mounted on a car hub and still has the wheel bearings inside. We crawled on and boy did it spin smoothly.

“And he and his dad built that table,” said Judy. She pointed to a table with a slab of concrete on top. It was mounted on steel wagon wheels.

She showed us some metal art that her husband had cut from steel. The scene showed a cowboy riding a horse and chasing a cow past cactus and grass.

“I’m real proud of him,” said Judy. “He just takes a notion and does these things.”

We looked at other metal art. One was a grasshopper made from railroad spikes and another was a huge stinging scorpion made from steel. Open-end wrenches formed its pinchers and were welded to the front of its body.

We walked past some stainless-steel benches.

“They were running boards for a pickup once,” she said.

Finally, we were back at the Ferris wheel.

“Our kids don’t like to ride it as much as they did at first,” she said. “But, we did have the eighth grade graduation party out here. They all loved the Ferris wheel.”

She flicked the switch. Keen crawled into a seat. She moved the wheel around for balance and I crawled aboard.

“Okay, here you go,” she said.

She turned on the motor and it made a whirring noise as the ride began. And around and around we went. At the top we could see the flat surface of a mountain yawning in the distant ranch land. Down we went.

“Eugene always wants something that nobody else has,” Painter had said earlier.

Her words were drowned out by our yelling at each other. Two grown men sounding like, well, kids.

No wonder people want to have their party in the Painters’ front yard.
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Norma Wright of Granbury

When Mama Santa Claus requests my presence, I respond.

Particularly when Mama Santa Claus, who is really Norma Wright, is talking about the bicycle program in Granbury in Hood County that each year sees hundreds of youngsters get bikes for Christmas.

Wright is one of those persons whose love for people lies deep in her heart. And when she adopts a project, her enthusiasm is contagious as residents in this picturesque town that attracts thousands of tourists have learned.

“Jon, I’ve got a couple of youngsters I want you to talk to at Baccus Elementary,” said Wright. “They want bicycles, and you know how hard we will work to make sure they get them.”

The “we” in this case is the Hood County Christmas for Children group that ensures that youngsters whose families might be experiencing lean financial times are going to get their Christmas wish met.

So I met Wright and Nancy Alana, principal at Baccus. They introduced me to Tyler, six, and Shawna, eight, who told me about their Christmas wishes.

Tyler has a flash of blond hair, blue eyes, and explosions of energy.

“This is Mr. McConal. Did you know that he is a friend of Santa Claus?” asked Wright.

“Certainly, I did,” said Tyler. “He looks like an elf.”

Then both youngsters said they wanted bikes for Christmas.

“I want a black one like the one they stole from me last year right after Christmas,” said Tyler.

Shawna said she wanted a pink bicycle.

“Do you think you deserve them?” asked Wright.

Tyler responded with a long list of reasons that included taking his medicine on time and not getting into a lot of trouble.

“Well, I’ve kept my room clean and I have helped my parents,” said Shawna.

Then Tyler gave a long description of Christmas and how he hopes that they have a tree so fat that they will not be able to get it into the house. And, yes, he wants his mother to get a present.

“I want her to get a robot to play with,” he said.

“I want my mother to get a silver necklace with a pendant that can hold a picture,” said Shawna. “And some pretty flowers.”

“Well, I can do magic,” said Tyler. “I can fix toys and I can say ‘Abracadabra’ and things work or disappear.”

And with that, both returned to class. Wright watched and then talked about the Hood County Christmas for Children program.

“The last two years, every child who has put a bike on his wish list has gotten one,” she said. “We can get a bike and helmet for $50. Wal-Mart gives us a discount.”

Alana said the program means so much to youngsters who might experience a lean Christmas.

“It helps them feel worthy enough to receive a good gift,” she said.

Wright said that many people give the bikes to the kids instead of gifts to relatives.

“Then they give a card that says, ‘I gave a bike to a kid. Your present is that smile on that kid’s face on Christmas morning,’ ” she said.

She said that the group checks each family to avoid duplications from last year or with other groups that distribute bikes.

“We just want to make sure that a child who wants a bike gets one,” she said.

And make Tyler’s magic work so that when he says, “Abracadabra” on Christmas, a bike will be there just like Mama Santa has promised.

God bless the world for Mama Santas like Norma Wright.
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Unusual Jurist in Palestine

Shawn Lopez had a quick word of advice for possible drug offenders in this town in Anderson County.

“Don’t move here if you plan to mess around with drugs,” he said. “This is what happens to you and believe me, it is humiliating.”

He pointed to a sandwich board sign that covered his front and back. In huge black letters, it read, “I am Shawn Lopez. I have received ten years probation for possession of drugs.”

He also received a sentence to wear this sign for fifty hours as he marched around the Palestine courthouse.

“I’ve got forty-six hours to go,” he said as I walked around the old historic courthouse with him for an interview.

Lopez also received 400 hours of community service.

“That’s doing things like cleaning up the public parks,” he said. “That I don’t mind. But, this, well, it’s rough. But my probation officer said that I either wear this sign or I will be wearing prison whites for ten years. Believe me, the judge got my attention with that.”

The judge is District Judge Jim Parsons, who said that shortly after he took the bench in 1996, he began studying the results of people pleading guilty and getting probated sentences. He did not like what he found.

“What upset me was that it was too quiet and too closeted. They would plead guilty, be out of the court in five minutes, and then forget about the sentence. I wanted to break that cycle,” he said.

Parsons also said he believed that it was too easy for people to receive probation and never incur the public feelings about what they had done. So he began ordering what he calls “placarding.”

“I started it in November of last year,” Parsons said.

He has been impressed with the results.

“I saw an effect almost immediately,” he said. “They had rather do anything than placarding.”

And, he said, he has not been discriminatory in his sentencing.

“I sentenced a seventy-two-year-old man who had been indecent with a child to walk around the courthouse square carrying a placard declaring his crime.”

He also ordered a man in Athens, who had pleaded guilty to drug possession, to go back to a Dallas nightclub where he had purchased the drugs.

“I ordered him to march around that nightclub with a placard saying that is where he had bought the drugs.”

And, in spite of what some of his critics have charged, the judge said he does have a heart.

“But I honestly believe you can’t change the direction you are going unless you have a public confession that what you did is wrong. I began this with some trepidation, but I feel reassured with it now. But I don’t want people to become accustomed to it to where they have no shame.”

If Lopez’s comments are typical, that is a long way from happening.

I even felt embarrassed walking around the courthouse with him for an interview.

[image: image]


Door Builder in Lingleville

Don Weems might just go to his pasture to find a tree to answer the desires of a customer.

Recently a person wanted a door made from mesquite wood. There’s not a lot of mesquite wood around, but Weems had been nurturing a mesquite tree for years on his ranch.

“So I cut it, had it milled, and made the door from it,” Weems said.

And as a photograph showed, the door was a piece of work, as are all of his handcrafted creations.

He also makes stained and beveled-glass windows, cabinets, fireplace mantels, and furniture. His shop in this Erath County community on Farm Road 8 is filled with the pleasant smells of cedar. He was making twenty-eight cedar doors for a house near Mineral Wells.

Weems is built like a blacksmith, with well-muscled arms and large fingers. His gray hair spirals from beneath his leather hat. He is extremely quiet and unassuming. Getting him to talk is like prying open an old door.

He told how he got into custom woodworking. He was reared in nearby Dublin and served a tour in the Army in Vietnam. When he came home, he began working for an uncle who was a carpenter.

“He was a great inspiration to me, and this is what led me to doing this,” Weems said.

We looked at his work in progress.

“I don’t have a favorite wood. The favorite is whatever I am working on,” he said.

He works with all kinds of wood, like sinker pine, wood that was cut before the Civil War. While being transported to a mill, the logs fell from the load and lay underwater for years. Hence the name, sinker pine.

“A really beautiful wood,” Weems said.

He described mesquite the same way. But it is a volatile wood because a soft spot can suddenly appear while the wood is being sawed, causing it to explode when the saw hits it. Jim Leatherwood, a longtime acquaintance, had been listening to our conversation.

“Are you aware of that old bois d’arc that has been growing here all of these years?” he asked.

Weems smiled and led us out the back door. He pointed at a huge bois d’arc tree about 200 yards away, stretching its limbs into the sky.

“That one?” he asked.

He smiled when Leatherwood verified that was the tree. Then he talked about how long it takes him to complete a door.

“About four days,” he said. “And that does not include finding the wood, curing it, and making it ready for work.”
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