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stretched sl owly fr om an e L aging boy , f r eck l ed, small , and 

gr ubby to an el on~ated version, fair , slender, and casual. 

Of' course I can' t r el ate fi rst hand any stories of 

Johnny' s early years , but when our• famil y l ingers around the 

suppe1" t able at night, I hear many accou..'11.t s of what " used 

t o happen .·" 

Mother and Daddy had been mar1" ied immediatel y aft er 

college. They had moved t o Daddy' s home, our present f arm, 

and both had taught school until my older brother, Dick , ca.ma 

e.long. This handful of pure boy ended ¥Other • s teaching for 

the time l1ei11g. The next year ms 1930 , and some t i me during 

Jul.y another baby was expected . This one woul d undoubtedl y 

be Mar y Ann and be a peacef ul rest from the rascal Di ck . The 

-::-rH/:!t ··- nirr~h of that month t wo babies. were born on our' farrnT­

a human named John and a cal f named Mar y Ann. Doth ~·ere huge 

and healt hy . Johnny was such a cod- nat ured fell ow that no 

one minded his being a boy . 

'l wo months. later , i', other and Grandmother loaded the t wo 

l itt l e boys in the, ' 29 Fm,"d and started dovm our country road 

to Sl apout, the· ,enera.l store. But on the way, a lrunk man 

drove i nt o the litt l e F o1~d . It r olled over, and, l ater , 

Mother f ound Johnny in t he r o_adside ditch . His cap was gone, 

and his sof t spot had r eceived a :mi ght y wallop~- a wallop ·which 

was the preamble t o t ri ps f rom one hospi tal t o another and t o 

the t r agi c pronouncement by the doctor: "Your son has epil epsy.u 
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With every new step , every attempt , every ambition in 

life,. t h is has been t hrovm i n Johnny ' s face . But h e has 

carried his affliction wit h a matter- of-fact acceptance of 

r eality . I gnorant people have a l v1ays been his problem; t hey 

are t he ones who j eer , 11Run, r tm , he has fits ., fi ts ., fits 111 

or who whisper , '' I seen him lay:tn ' on the ground ., k ick in ' and 

fo am.in ' at the m.out h l " But even these people like Johnny as 

soon as t hey have overcome their fear of his seizures, Johnny 

likes people . His easy, unconcerned grin and h is constant 

f low of funny stories are pePfect masquerades for whatever 

he holds inside . 

He i s my g ood exa.1J1ple , my i deal of h ow to keep f rom 

inflicting personal ills on o.thers .. - yet , I complain VJhen my 

head ache s , and he grins when his has eight stitche s t aken 

i n it . 

Johnny was a sick and crying baby , but being only twenty­

one months youn er than Dick, he w·as soon up and runnin • in 

t he rambunctious older boy ' s footsteps . This period of wor­

ship and iulitation continued until Johnny :rot a mi nd of h is 

own . Then he be ,an to slacken hi s pace , to mosey along i n 

h is sens itive way . With each new opport unity , Dick would say , 

''I ' m fir st . " Little Johnny would drawl , t' I ' m first l a st . " 

Vhile Dick rebuilt bicycle s , Johnny collected pretty rock s 

a.nd wrote poetry. Th is first last s on has alvays been an 

outdoorsman, but not a farmer ; when told to plow a fie l d , he 
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v10 ld hate to chop u..nder the pattern of weed t,,rowth. . ,Joh.nny 

has an exceptional fe.eling for b eauty ; h e fi,nds it v1here some 

s e l do111 look ; he sees it in a snak e , a beetle, a creek bed, a 

water tower , a mussel, or a. soap bubbl e .. The se are the small 

t h ing s whi ch go into his poems . 

Life for John:.'ly has been an alternation of hospitals and 

schools, He has p layed g inee. pig in numerous research een-. 

ters . 1.I'his g iv i ng of 1is body serves a dual purpose: a 

selfish one--it m.ay help him, and . an altruistic one--he hopes 

it will help oth er epilept,ics . I remember the l ong periods 

when he was in Children ' s Hospital in st . Louis . On Sundays., 

Dick and I would wave and make lip•talk through Johnny 's 

window whi le Mama a.nd Daddy visited him. I , as five years 

old then--a member of the "Children- under- sixteen--not-al lowed'' 

group . Dur ir1 .,. those year' s, I spent many sickish hours in the 

ether- air of wait ing rooms or outside hospital windows . How­

ever , most of the time, Joh.t"'l.ny v:ms in hospitals that vrere too 

far , and we could only write letters . I remember how often 

on ironing days, , lama woul d put Johnny's picture on the she lf 

above the ironing boa.rd,. Al , ost every other o.a.y when he ' s 

been away, he has wr itten home. The cheeriest l etter s have 

always been written on the days of his most painful tests or 

disappo intin reactions . He knows how to s.hield us from his 

discouragement and pain . 
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Between hospitals Johnny has been in and out of many 

schools, Some doctors urged, practically commanded,, our 

parents to remove him from public schools. They said it 

would be impossible for hirrt to go through an ordinary high 

school . Th ey said , "Mentally, your son is q ite capable , 

but physically , he ls not l " I a&. ire our parents ' wisdom 

in deal in with such probl ems ; they have never underestimated 

Johnny . He has not been e. handicapped , pitied, or sheltered 

member of our farn.ily; e has been a much loved boy , a person 

capable of' making his ovm decisions . He was incensed by any 

i mplication that he 111i6ht be sent to a specia l, expensive , 

and sheltered school+ owing my stubborn brother , I imagine 

he has used the statements of those doctors as sprin ::.,boards 

f or his stamina . Someone said," 01 11 Johnny characteristically 

said, "YesLtt And the idea of a s pe cial school was excluded 

from our a genda of fanlily tal k . ,,oth in stopped him--neither 

smart- aleoky classmates nor "Incomplete" on report cards nor 

11 Puny-P . E.," with c onsequent exclusion fro11 at letic teams--

or car- less , dateless wee}~-ends. J- e mi ght 1a.ve been tho 

first lust in comparis n to others h sage, but he ept on . 

S ince we lived twelve mi l es from hi h s chool and t here 

was no privacy in case of a s e izure on the school b s, Johnny 

caught rides vd th the nei 1bors . Re was a. familiar sig h t 

a l ong our road , and few cars passed him by 41 e carried a 

s mall si in his p ocket and sh owed it to the people when he 
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felt a. se izure c oming on: "Pl ease l eave me alone ; 1 111 be 

all right in a fev1 mi nutes . '1,hank you . '' Some stran ers wer e 

scared., some interestet , some mad , some sorry , and some under­

sta d ing . v!ost of the peopl e who pick ed Johnn y up were fo l k s 

who knew him :vell . They en joyed Johnny; 1e exchanged. Jokes 

•1 i t h t he jokeI' S , p 1 S.l'.1i'16d the v,eather wit h the Pl'Ophets , and 

shared funny stories ~ ith everyone . He le t t he l i t t l e chil-

dren s hoot h i m and the old men advise h. - • By t h e t i me Johnny 

a1°rived at school, he had made ne 'l a cquaintances or strengt hened 

old ones . He may have had a thirty- mile- an- hour ride or an 

el hty-:-trusting and unconcerned as always ., h e d idn ' t care . 

During those years , Johnny ' s h ead took many splittings; 

he woul d f a l l or bang i nto t h ing s when he ha d to 1~un to bath­

rom s , broom closets , or some h i dden spot for a s eizure . To 

ou r f ily Johru yrs b ound u p head vra.s j u st about a s exc i ting 

as a cat scratch. 1e \• er a sorry, but be cause it ha pened 

often , neither we n or he wanted to tal k about t he hurt . 

Once out of hi . h s ch ool, Johnny enrol led a t Southern 

I llinois Un i ver•sity . This ras the beginning of an endm"ance 

race , a spasmodi c wrestl e for a degree . Many conflicts h it 

Johnny in t h e face . He was both pr ais ed and t hwarted from 

every quarter . Occas ionally, a new drug would be d iscovered , 

and he would s pend a term or a sun er to experiment with i t 

in a hospital . But he ould a l ways o ba ck to sch ool when 

the ,uinea p i g processes ended . 
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There wer e other obstacle s i n his endurance r a ae . During 

h is s e cond ye ar , J obnny had a s o :tzure i n t he s hower and fell 

a a inst t h e hot water faucet . He l ay in t h e s et!l i - conscious 

s t a t e of a seizure , wr ith i m:r as b oil:tng wF-te1:• pe b )l ed over 

h i m. Th i rd degreo bur n s and a few vrnek s ' ab s en ce fro 1 c lasses 

l owered h iiJ ~11 a de s , of course, bu t h e st i ll ma de B' s a d C's . 

The t h i rd y0ar , J oh:.'1.nJ ov ed into t he Bapt i st Foundation . 

Th0 " preachers " lived on the ma i n f l oor s , but d ovm in h e 

basernen t t h e "renegade s" l ived . 11 e:Nl we.r e t l11:> ee othe1• s i n 

Johnny ' s room, I always l i ked t h e s :lgn on t he door : " 1h e 

Bl a ck Hole of Calcutta . Abandon hope , all ye who ent er here." 

Those were s inc er e friends who ac ce pted Johni.'1y as a roommate; 

hi s s e i zures seeme d of n i nor concern t o them. That was e. 

happy year ; ther e wa s n o time spent in a hosp ita l , and t h ere 

was , finally , a l o . f; stretch of schoo l a.nd f U11 . 

In May of tha t yeai-• , a day c rune which ua wi sh e d an d will 

a l way s wish a gain and a ain that we c oul d er a s e . Johnny 

br o ·· ht h is roomma tes Oi.10 f or .a weelrnnd .. Beca use of hi s 

epi l eps y , J obnny doe s not dr ive on t he h · ghway an d se l ·m 

anyi1here el s e , but t hat Saturday he asked to t ake t h e boy s 

dovm our countr r oad to t h e s t or e . Someh ow on e of' t ho s e 

unexp l ainab l e an d incompreh ens i b l e acciden ts happene ; the 

boy s lau h e d down t h e r oad an d into the en . ine of a n unseen, 

unhe ard , f r ei .ht t ra:ln . Daddy :;i._ d I ar•r ived abo t five 

mi ut e s lat er . I was f ourteen years old t h en , bu t I su pp os e 
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I will a l ways remember t ne exac t pic ture . Up on a bank, one 

boy ~as c onvuls ing and breathin a hal f gasp-.h.al f r oan a s 

b l ood seeped out his mouth. That was Paul, a tal l sk inny 

fellow--a rather lazy boy, but Johnny ' s best fri end . One boy 

was wal k ing around saying , "I wanna see my television progr ams." 

r he left- overs of t h e car were down in a shal low gully; a 

barely dis cernibl e Jolinny was still sit ting behind the br oken 

steering wheel. His scal p was cut in a. nv", and his f a c e and 

s ho l ders vrnre masked in t h i ck , lumpy blood. aside him on 

the tilted seat was the other roonm1ate , Dee . His face was 

er 1shed. 1rhe immediat e boom of tho wreck was only an intro­

ductory par•a.graph to t h e chapters of melodrama whi ch followed. 

in t hose months of :fear-bitten waiting . Ea ch hour and day we 

wait e d for s omething--for p1~onouncement of death; for a s sur­

ance of life , f or relLef , for existence . 

Paul died that a fternoon . It would have been the easy 

way out for Johnny if h e could have e·s caped s o quick l y and 

compl ete ly . But he lay in traction•, then in casts ; h i s neck 

was broken; h is back wa s broken; he was a r r e sted for man• 

slaughter . 1onths l ater , he was summoned to court; Paul's 

parents su e d Johnny f or eighty- one thousand dollars. I 

believe t here a.re t hing s worse than death ; these are the 

t hing s Johnny had to l ive through an.d l ive dovm . He did i t ; 

over a year ' s per i od , a lawyer set t l ed t h e case out of cour t. 

Wear i n ,=> a ca.st from 1 ee.d to hips , Johnny went back to s chool 
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the next fall . The two remaining roommates were there with 

him, supporting him more strongly than ever. I've read many 

poem$ and felt many thought s which Johnny has almost hidden 

over these years since the wreck . I know his sensitivity was 

stir:ped, but. he has patched those h ole .s until t hey are seldom 

sens ed . 

Somet ime s I want to cry instead of laug.½. at Johnny's 

constant mingling of humor in all he does . He substitutes a 

f'unny story for bitterness . He seems to be content to be 

first last . 

Never satisfied to use epilepsy as an excuse , he want 

to the Army when his t ime came. The medical blank only asked 

if he had epileptic f'its; he said no because teclmically they 

are seizures:, not fits . Of course his condition was soon 

observed, and he was conf ined to a hospital before receiving 

a medical dis charge . Once again Johnny was forced to the 

category of the sick and handicapped . But , characteristically, 

he hid his disappointment,. 

At the end of a seven-year period of attempts, Johnny 

finally . raduated fro.t . the University with a n1ajor in socio­

logy . One cycle was concluded, but another has b e e:,un . 'rhe 

world of employers, of institutions , of social work does not 

want an epileptic . But Johnny keeps trying . I believe he 

may have to be first last a 0·ain in this cycle , but he will 

do it . 
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CHAPTER IV 

MY HEART LIES HOME 

Dick--the quick ; Johnny--the first last: two brothers 

so de c idedly themselves ., so f ortunate l y different . Daddy­

the stabilizer ; Ma.ma-- the spice; two pa.rents so distinc t l y 

opposite , so happily combined . This was the family on the 

farm on the knoll above Horse Creek . Tb .. en i n to t he iddl e 

of it all-- I c rune ., I must be doacribed as a funny composite 

of t h e four ex tremes ,. a spattering of impatien ce, ood ... n a.ture , 

sentiment, and f lre . It ' s a h ilarious hi- ho when I say , 

"Somebody h it me what'll I do '?" Daddy says , "Treat *em nice , 
I • 

k id; t hey ' ve got t he ir ood points . " Mania say s , " Give •em 

Hail Columbia; people lUrn you better if you s how your back• 

bon e . " I j ump my own way- .. proba.bly choosing t h e wrong advice 

at the wrong time , but happy anyway . No :matter how eith er of 

my parents a pproaches a. problem, it all boils down to t he 

same doctrine; believe L"l what you believe in , wholeheartedl y . 

And that I do , perhaps to an extreme at time s , for getting 

that oth ers may not sh are my stron conviction . For instance , 

a t ag e six, I k ick ed my cousin '·s shin s black and blue , because 

h e d idn ' t a gree vdth n.e that , "Santa Cl aus is t h e nicest man 

beside s God and Daddy ." Indeed , tha t ei h t - year- old on ster 

t ol d me , ''JI'here ain ' t no Santa Claus 111 Suddenly , I could 
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define my whole belief in Santa , the one in which I wil l 

a l ways abide , "Santa Cl aus is real inside me; he ' s God ' s 

Christmas spirit on earth; he ' s a red angel--a.11 happy l " 

Such strong feelings have :made my life espec ially 

ecstatic and especially pathetic . ~ eachin . backward s and 

forwards t o bather all time into Today, a. tr•ait common to 

most children, is lik e a fever . For this r•ea.son , b o·i:ih the 

happiest and saddest occasions i n my lifo are ·the ;.;rune . On 

y fourth birthday I rece ived a la.vim swing, a squeaky minia.• 

ture of the two--seated affairs native .to par ~s; because of 

its frag.ility, the load limit was one hundred pounds . I 

would squeal with the swing , back and forth in the sun and 

wind; yet there was always a shudder of drea.d-- some day I 

would b e an old lady, a one-hundred ... pound lady; I wouldn ' t 

swing any more . 

Al ways tryi g to catch Today, r oll it in Yes terday, and 

save it for Tomorrow , I live in a melodrama of co~edy and 

t ragedy . In the .middle of a homey supper- tabl e tale , of a 

laugh i n good time , I suddenly wonder if we ' ll all five be 

around that table ne.ict year ; I try to catch the whole feeling 

to keep forever be cause I am afraid it can never be th.at 

perfect a ain . Hoping my frunily will never get too old to 

be funny , I don't think about y 6 etting ol d . Every year 

is better than the last , ye t the last is preciou s . It is 

all centered in Mama, Daddy , Dick , Johnny; then it oes out 
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radiantly to enclose our house , fa.r:rn , animal s , peopl e , the 

smal l towns--t he ci-•eek 001.mtry . I live c ontinually in t h is 

condition of controll ed panic that explodes now and then into 

squeal s and quick'9bounces--huge in a.11 directions. 

Constl.lning with relish every day- ful l of l ife , I use it 

and keep it . Most of i t is as sociated with the old farmhouse 

that is home . Al though the white paint glistens in su.n or 

moon or electric light , the patched roof and weatherbeaten 

pine siding are tales of Grandfather' s second decade . Six 

gable s and a curving , spoke- rai l ed porch a.re like character 

l i nes and peculiar ities~ There being no unused musty corner 

in t h is house , i t is clutter' ed , c ozy, and c.o:aforta.bl e vr:lth 

n ot, a wh isper of privacy anywheI'e , nob even in t he cellar • 

Double openings j oin the front bedrooms , t he living room and 

dining room and sun 1' oom. The few doors between rooms a.re 

u s t t.ally thrown open except for the bottom hal f of the Dut ch 

doov sepa.ratin the k itchen and stm1mer- kit chen . This is 

nece-ssary' to keep the cats ou t . Serving as a fe l ine maternity 

ward, the s ummer- k itchen accom,l'Jlodates our collection of cat 

families ( the mother s are usually obliging enough to be preg­

nant in s erie s so that new babie s are spaced con v:e iently 

through the year ). Al l ar e g iven room and board and protec­

tion from tomcats• in the summ.er- k i tchen by ft ama and me . 

Our house , a hodge- podge in good t a s te , glows and s cin.­

tillates with col or ,.- ... wi t h whi te woodwork a.nd r ff l ed organdy 
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curtains , sage ... green carpets , odd vrn.llpa.per and easy chairs 

in every room, calico quilts and old fu.rniture , Af1"'ic e.n 

violets on t he windovr sills and philodendron in the white 

iron plant stand , plate rails filled w~th collector's plates , 

shelves of my a.sso1,tinent of demitasse cups and sau cer s , bou-

q ets of Ma.ma ' s flowers , books and Sunday School quarterlies 

scatte1~ed over table tops , and a sewing basket full of fanci­

work , crocheti , , embroidery, needlepoint . There are cracks 

i n ceilings , bugs in li t fixtures , ink spots on the dining 

room carpet , and enough odds and ends to furnish two or three 

hoses . This is the kind of house that catch es memories like 

dust . 

I guess t he most 0nticin0 port ion of t he house for me 

is t he tl11"ee rooms w 1ere t he hired ::i.and used to live . After 

he moved , it was converted into a p layho,...1se which was some 

days n.y home or hospital and some days my castle or theater, 

depen i ng upon the whi ms of my ,:L"na.gination . Even now when 

I go home from college , I like to slip up there and untiringl y 

reminisce wit h m.y clo1ls . When I see the crack in t he black­

board and the broken toy b1"oom handle , I remember that I was 

t he little ruff ian who swung at a neighbor boy and bro_{e my 

prize posse-ssion instead of his ead . When I finger the 

dress-up dresse s , I recall imagi nary Broadway productions , 

African hunts , moving ictures , h i gh society teas , covered 

wagon t r ips , and Shorboat life . The toy cash re ister is 


