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PREFACE
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Many childhood memoirs revolve around trauma: alcoholic fathers, clinically depressed mothers, a life-changing tragedy that must be overcome despite extraordinary odds.


I do not have that to offer.


Many tales set in Appalachia, as this one is, play on stereotypes: hillbillies with guns, hillbillies with moonshine stills, hillbillies baffled by the simplest of modern technology.


I do not have that to offer either.


Sure, in these pages you will detect an occasional hint of Kentucky’s hillbilly history, but even in the 1960s it was difficult to maintain much Li’l Abner ignorance about the world when you were watching Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea on TV, following the exploits of Apollo astronauts, and reading twelve-cent Spider-Man comic books.


Yes, pretty much what every other kid across America was doing at the same time.


Adults, of course, were appalled at us, especially with our TV-watching habits, which they worried would stunt our intellectual and physical growth, not to mention destroy our eyesight if we sat too close to the screen. It was as if adults of the era saw TV as a strange malevolent beast invading their homes, even though it was they who opened the front door and gave the beast a grand welcome. In 1968, a Time magazine article explored the TV addiction of ten-year-old youngsters like me and quoted one education expert who predicted doom for our entire generation: “Kids come into school today and they wait for people to tell them things. Without handling frogs or flying a kite, they lead less of a life. We’re moving along in a mold that will produce people I can’t even imagine.”


These words could have proved soul crushing, but we were too busy handling frogs and flying kites to take notice. Of course, that educator was part of a proud apocalyptic tradition among adults fretting about the habits of wayward youth. A little over a decade earlier, psychiatrist Fredric Wertham wrote a book titled Seduction of the Innocent in which he swore it was villainous comic books that would lead to an entire generation’s demise. Around the same time, Rudolf Flesch wrote the bestseller Why Johnny Can’t Read in which he led the nation in mourning what a sad lot of illiterates schools were producing by teaching children to read through the “look say” method popular in Dick and Jane books.


Adults hyperventilated. We kids marched confidently into the future, which one of our TV shows, The Jetsons, promised would involve flying cars and robot maids. Adults really just needed to calm down.


So, if not family trauma or hillbilly burlesque that could have erupted from a Ma and Pa Kettle movie, what do these pages offer?


You will find various pinches and dashes of nostalgia, history, geography, popular culture, and everyday human foibles and heartaches. Perhaps you also will be reminded that the past does not represent more innocent times, as we so often hear, but instead that most of us were more innocent during those times. Adults bore the burden of worrying about assassinations, wars, and labor disputes. We kids built forts, fielded fly balls with a Willie Mays signature glove, and pedaled furiously down neighborhood roads on psychedelically painted banana-seat bicycles.


That some of us did this in California or Maine while others did it in the back hills of Kentucky seemed to make minimal difference. This does not mean that all of our experiences were exactly the same. I didn’t ride the subway, and New York City kids didn’t watch mules plow fields. But in post–World War II America, and definitely by the 1960s, geography had lost some of its power to isolate us. Those who lived in tiny southeastern Kentucky communities like mine were no longer “marooned on an island of mountains,” which is the way author James Watt Raine put it in his 1924 book The Land of Saddle-Bags: A Study of the Mountain People of Appalachia. In Raine’s view, “passable roads” were our ticket to sociological progress, but the introduction of radio and especially television also played a pivotal role. Raine was just writing too early to know that.


At its essence, Eisenhower Babies is about a time and a place that are no more but that also never went away as long as any child can daydream about heroic exploits on horseback, scan Christmas Eve skies for evidence of flying reindeer, explore libraries for vicarious adventures, and wonder what new magic lies a day or two away.
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CHAPTER 1


IN THE SHADOW OF BLACK MOUNTAIN
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Older kids told us the tale with the smug superiority that comes with a couple of years’ head start in elementary school. If you crossed Black Mountain on a night when the fog lay so thick that even the brightest headlights couldn’t penetrate it, you would encounter Headless Annie. She would emerge from the thick woods, a malevolent being bent on …


On what, exactly?


We had questions.


Why was she headless?


Did she carry her head, or was she looking for it?


What would she do if she had us in her clutches?


How does an apparition go about getting you in her clutches, anyway?


The answers lacked clarity. The older kids had limits to their knowledge, despite their advanced years. Depending on who told the tale, Annie had lost her head in a car accident at the foot of the mountain. Or maybe it had happened during Harlan County’s violent coal mine wars of the 1930s, when Annie’s father angered the wrong people and they sought revenge. Or maybe the beheading had happened by means best left unstated lest some curse fall upon you because of your familiarity with the revealed truth.


The vagueness surrounding her origin just added to Headless Annie’s mystique.


We didn’t believe, anyway—not really—though on the rare nights when a trip home to Kentucky from Virginia required a late-night drive across Black Mountain, I searched the darkness, fearful she would appear yet also yearning for a sighting.


Headless Annie remained hidden from view, refusing to expose herself. That was fine. Black Mountain, the highest point in Kentucky at 4,145 feet, was imposing enough without the need for a supernatural overseer, headless or otherwise. My father would drive on into the darkness, concerned more with safely navigating the curvy, narrow road than with eluding spirits from the land of the dead. Those worries he left to his son, who remained alert in his backseat perch, prepared to sound the alarm about the looming threat should Annie materialize.
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“You almost lost her, didn’t you, Doctor?”


The nurse likely didn’t intend for my mother to hear those words, but as she hovered on the edge of consciousness, she did hear them, and the nurse’s somber question heralded my arrival into the world.


I was a breech baby, my birth problematic for both my mother and the doctor—and I suppose for me as well. At the time, a breech baby was as much as twenty times more likely to die than the average newborn, so it was a dicey beginning. Happily, things got better after that, and while I was not the perfect child, to which my mother would have attested, I at least kept the drama to a minimum. Well, there was that alarming incident with the wasps and another one with a rattlesnake. But if you don’t count those, and you don’t count the barn loft catastrophe or the death-defying pedal car disaster, then things went smoothly and only a dozen or so of my mother’s eventual gray hairs could be traced directly to me. Two dozen, tops.




While I was not the perfect child, to which my mother would have attested, I at least kept the drama to a minimum.





But back to my awkward entrance into the world, which came about on a January night in 1958 in Lynch, Kentucky, a coal-mining community that lies in the shadow of Black Mountain.


My parents were Ellison Blair and Jeanette Scott Blair, a couple whose lives had been defined by the Great Depression, World War II, and the death of their first son from a congenital heart condition. A big sister, two-and-a-half-year-old Shelia, awaited my arrival, and a couple of years later a little brother, Ricky, joined us.


This was a time that many Americans look back on with nostalgia, proclaiming it perhaps the most perfect era of middle-class bliss in the nation’s history. Others beg to differ, insisting that behind the facade was a nation whose troubles were simmering uncontrollably and would boil over into the protests of the 1960s. Many people, it seemed, came to confuse the flawed real world of the 1950s with the fictional version portrayed on popular TV shows such as The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet.


The president was grandfatherly Dwight D. Eisenhower, the World War II general who successfully made the transition to civilian politician. I have no memory of his presidency, yet over time I came to think of Shelia, Ricky, and me, along with most of the childhood friends we played with, as Eisenhower Babies because of his role as the nation’s leader at the time we burst into the world as part of the baby boom. The baby boom straddled four administrations—from Harry Truman in 1946 to Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964—but Eisenhower Babies arrived in some of the boom’s most prolific years. The number of annual births topped four million in eleven of the boom years. The US Census Bureau reports that seven of those eleven years fell during Eisenhower’s presidency.


At the time of my birth, the union consisted of forty-eight states. Alaska and Hawaii would not join until the next year. World War II was only thirteen years in the past, the Space Age was just getting started, and young people had added the cha-cha to their dance floor moves. On the other side of the world, future martial arts film star Bruce Lee was crowned the 1958 Hong Kong Cha-Cha Champion.


Of course, these are all things I learned later. As with most people, my first years are a blank, though not without significant milestones, because I did learn to walk, talk, and come to understand where I fell among family relationships. But then September 1960 arrived, my mother gave birth to my brother, Ricky, and my consciousness started to crystallize. I was a mere two and a half years old, so I can only guess that the memory became embedded because it was such a momentous occasion. Shelia and I stayed with an aunt and uncle while Mom delivered our little brother, and after the hospital discharged her, we hopped into the back seat of the car for the drive home. I leaned forward to get a good look at the baby, whom Mom held in her arms in the front seat. Infant seats in cars were still a couple of years away from existing and a couple of decades away from becoming mandatory.


“What’s his name, again?” I asked.


“Ricky,” Mom said.


A mile or two passed.


“What’s his name, again?” Apparently, at two and a half I already suffered from short-term memory loss.


“Ricky,” Mom said patiently.


The car came to a stop at the house we rented, and the five of us went inside. I was now a big brother. It was my first promotion.
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CHAPTER 2


HOOT GIBSON, RED MAN TOBACCO, AND MY FATHER
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I rarely heard my father discuss politics, other than to mention that his mother had become so incensed with Herbert Hoover that she vowed to never vote for a Republican again, a declaration that wounded my GOP-leaning grandfather immensely.


So, it was surprising one day in the early 1970s when my father and one of my uncles became involved in a heated exchange about a topic simmering in the news.


The topic was the military draft. Should the United States have one, or should the nation require the armed forces to rely on volunteers? In this living room version of point-counterpoint, my uncle expounded on the virtues of a draft and the benefits of thrusting young men into service to their country whether they preferred to serve or not. My father championed the antidraft position, contending that plucking reluctant eighteen-year-olds from their homes and sending them overseas with rifles served neither the nation nor the young men.


If their debate sounds like an academic exercise today, it’s critical to note that at the time the Vietnam War was in its final throes and the draft a real concern looming over the nation’s youth. My father and uncle’s debate had this added element: they were both World War II veterans, yet their experiences had led them to diametrically opposed positions on this particular military question.


Each refused to concede ground, and eventually my uncle left in a red-faced huff.


My father stood in the doorway, watching him drive away.


“He has daughters,” Dad said. “If he had sons, he would have a different opinion.”


My father, Ellison Blair, was born on January 10, 1920, just fourteen months after the armistice that ended World War I. On that day, it was far too soon to guess that Dad would someday fight in a second war that would envelop nearly the entire planet or that over time he would cultivate such impassioned antidraft sentiments.


Dad was part of a large family, so he had ready-made playmates, and his parents, Gillis and Rossie Blair, had ample hands to help with chores. As a boy, Dad hired himself out to neighbors, chopping wood or taking on other work in exchange for a dime—the price of a ticket at the local movie theater. At the time, Westerns were popular and B-movie cowboys reigned. Stars such as Ken Maynard and Tom Mix rode their way across the West in black-and-white films in which good triumphed over evil in ninety minutes or less.


Dad’s favorite of these B-movie cowboys was Hoot Gibson, a rodeo star who’d stumbled into silent films when a director sought experienced cowboys for a 1910 movie titled Pride of the Range. It would be ten years before Gibson started getting lead roles, but from the 1920s to the 1940s, he held dominion as one of the top box office draws among Western stars. Like many children, Dad appreciated the comedic touch that Hoot Gibson brought to the Western-movie genre at a time when other cowboys were dead serious.


Western novels failed to captivate Dad in the same way as the movies. He sampled the works of Zane Grey but grew frustrated by Grey’s excruciatingly detailed descriptions of the Western landscape. In the movies, Dad could see that landscape without the need for long-winded prose about slopes that “descended to a dim line of cañons from which rose an up-flinging of the earth, not mountainous, but a vast heave of purple uplands, with ribbed and fan-shaped walls, castle-crowned cliffs, and gray escarpments.”


After attempting to gallop through this lush verbiage, my father decided to stick with film as his preferred venue for tales of cowboy derring-do.


Although Dad moved out of the Kentucky mountains on a few occasions—for army service in the 1940s and for much-needed employment in Indiana and Maryland after that—he always returned to Harlan County, his birthplace and childhood home. Like many men in the area, he found gainful employment in the coal mines, working his way into a position as a shuttle-car driver for a mine owned by US Steel.


Shuttle cars hauled freshly mined coal from the mine face and deposited it on a conveyor belt, where the coal would then be swept out of the mine. Although it was critical to the enterprise, the shuttle-car driver’s job was tediously repetitive. Pick up coal at the face, and take it to the belt. Return to the face and repeat, over and over for eight monotonous hours. Through much of my childhood, Dad worked the second shift, which began at 4:00 p.m. and ended at midnight. That meant we saw little of him on workdays, especially once we reached school age, because his sleeping schedule and ours were not in sync.


In his free time, Dad followed University of Kentucky sports, sitting beside a large black radio to listen to the play-by-play for football and basketball games that only infrequently were televised at the time. He cheered the Wildcats’ victories and grumbled at their losses, the latter of which were occasional for the talented basketball team but routine for the luckless football team. Dad cautioned me to refrain from celebrating a Kentucky touchdown or even a first down before giving the play-by-play announcer ample time to intone, “There’s a flag on the play.”


Although Dad did not drink or smoke, he did engage in one unhealthy habit. He chewed tobacco, and pouches of Red Man could usually be found around our house. Ever the frugal Depression-era child, Dad cut off the bottom portion of a milk carton to serve as a spittoon rather than buy a brass or porcelain one.


Somewhat out of character, Dad enjoyed sensational true crime magazines such as Startling Detective and True Detective. Lurid headlines screamed out from their covers. “Would Her Severed Fingers Point to Her Killer?” “How He Butchered the New York Beauties.” Inside the magazines, the articles didn’t quite live up to the headlines. Yes, they provided graphic crime details usually glossed over in family-friendly newspapers. But beyond that they were nonfiction police procedurals. Since they were lying around the house, I tried to read these magazines, but they failed to entice me the way the more atmospheric crime fiction in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine did, so I kept my allegiance with Mr. Hitchcock.


On occasion, when I ventured into town to buy comic books at the Rexall drugstore, Dad would ask me to pick up a couple of the magazines, likely raising the eyebrows of the prim and proper middle-aged women at the cash register when I plunked down a shockingly gruesome cover of Crime Detective alongside a copy of Detective Comics featuring Batman. Although when you think about it, is a cover with a blurb that reads “Five Minutes to Kill: Slaughter Spree of the Random Robber” really that distinct from a cover with a blurb that reads “Batman Challenges the Reader to Guess … Who Is the Killer in the Smog?”




Although 1960s kids might have wished for exotic fathers in the James Bond mode, what we really needed were practical men who could dish out advice, spare change, or chewing gum as the moment and circumstances required.





Either way, while Dad’s reading habits may have leaned toward the sensational, his demeanor was much more dull. His idea of an exciting evening out was to take us to the drive-in for ice cream cones or to visit relatives and chat about old times over decaffeinated coffee. This was fine, because although 1960s kids might have wished for exotic fathers in the James Bond mode, what we really needed were practical men who could dish out advice, spare change, or chewing gum as the moment and circumstances required.
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CHAPTER 3


BEDTIME PRAYERS, SEVENTEEN LITTLE BEARS, AND MY MOTHER
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Each evening as my brother, sister, and I clambered into our beds, my mother posed a question.


“Did you say your prayers?”


She was a stickler for this, but at least she did not expect us to come up with a brand-new nightly prayer begging for forgiveness for our failings or pleading with God to make a Flintstones coloring book magically appear by morning. Instead, she taught us the tried-and-true children’s bedtime prayer that we could dash off in haste:
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