Introduction

In the early 50s my parents lived in Elizabeth, a tiny town in Southwest Louisiana.
Daddy worked as a cowboy, riding the range and tending cattle, often with my brother
napping on the saddle in front of him. Mother worked at a nearby army base. They
were surrounded by friends and extended family and life was good. Butin 1952, the
paper mill in Elizabeth erupted with a wildcat strike, turning the quiet village into a
hotbed of labor violence. Neighbors turned against each other, family ties were
fractured, and dynamite explosions threatened the peace. Elizabeth became a
dangerous place.

My parents took their two boys and, along with dozens of other young families, moved
across the Sabine River into Southeast Texas. A paper mill was going up in Evadale
and work would be plentiful for years. A few families chose to live in Evadale, but my
parents and others familiar with the stench of that industry wisely settled eleven
miles upwind and upstream, in Buna. As migrants typically do, they brought their
culture and Baptist traditions and stuck together, many of them settling in the same
neighborhood. Iarrivedin 1957.

By the time I started first grade in 1964, East Texas Pulp and Paper Company in
Evadale was the largest industry in Jasper County. It employed nearly 800 men and
women, including my dad and many of the Louisiana expatriates. Other Buna men
worked at refineries in Orange, Beaumont, and Port Arthur. While employment at
these plants wasn’t glamorous work, the economy was growing and jobs came with
fair wages, health insurance, pension plans, and credit unions. Our parents paid for
homes and cars, and many of them sent children to college. But during this time they
also grappled with some of our nation’s toughest problems. Should their children
attend racially integrated schools? What should they do when the Ku Klux Klan shows
up? Should their children go to war? Should the President be impeached?

As we face similar challenges today, lessons from our past seem more relevant than
ever. In an era that was characterized by rebellion, defiance, chaos, and upheaval, my
friends and [ watched adults in our hometown set an example for how to navigate a
new social order. This is the story of those lessons.



Memoir Ch 1

Summer 1964
Lake O’ the Pines Reservoir, Big Cypress Bayou, Texas

I was drowning. Tannin stained water, tasting of soil and pine decay, filled my mouth and nose.
Repeating images scrolled by — blue sky, puffy clouds, cypress trees, the clutch of people on shore,
then brown water again. At six and a half years my short life flashed before my eyes. And now,
as in the beginning, the same elements surrounded me: family, woods, water, and our longtime
friends, the Turners.

This was my first attempt at water skiing but while I floated, waiting for the tow rope to tighten,
my ski belt came off, the skis twisted behind me, panic took over.

I flailed in the water as the broken life preserver bobbed nearby. Mother, Mrs. Turner, and her
girls, Wendy and Kathy stood at the water’s edge, horrified.

Sputtering, I looked toward the boat. But Daddy and Mr. Turner had their backs to me, studying
the controls, deafened by the idling motor. I flailed with knees bent, my body arced backward.
Should I hold the rope? Or toss it?

The broken ski belt floated farther away, still loosely tethered, but useless. The skis floated too,
but they were behind me now with just enough buoyancy to pull my legs up and my head down.
I was 43 pounds of nylon cord, thrashing limbs, and hair.

Paddling and splashing, I tried to stay afloat. As my head surfaced Mother gestured wildly,
“Keep your head up! That’s it! Keep your head up! Float!”

Then she looked beyond me, waving and screaming, first at Daddy,
“LEROY! She’s down!”

Next, at Mr. Turner,

“Lionel! Hey! Yoohoo!”

Now I was going under for the third time, taking another mouth full of lake water; half gurgling,
half screaming, until my chest hurt.

The images rolled by again — trees, water, and a memory from my baby book — a picture of Wendy
and Kathy visiting me as a newborn. Was this what grownups meant when they talked about life
flashing before your eyes? Would the Turners be the last to see me?



Suddenly my head flew back and air rushed in. Mother bobbed beside me, treading water with
one hand, holding my braids with the other.

“I’ve got you! Relax!” she said.
“Kick off the skis!!!”

Then she slipped an arm over me and with a steady, one-armed side stroke, pulled us back into the
shallow water until my feet touched the sandy lake bottom.



