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    DEDICATION


    I dedicate this book to my wife, Beatrice "Bea" Emmert, for her encouragement and inspiration in both my writing and in my ministry.


    


    A wife of noble character who can find? She is worth far more than rubies.


    Proverbs 31:10

  


  
    FOREWORD


    The writer of Ecclesiastes said it well.


    To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.


    There is indeed.


    A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.


    (Ecclesiastes 3:8)


    ***


    Peace finally came to our town. This book is about that peaceful time, which began in 1945.
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    PEACE AT LAST


    

    Looking up into the clear, blue Indiana sky, my best friend Peanut and I heard it, but could not find it. The “it” was a sound like we had never heard before. It was a cross between a roar, a growl, and a whine. It was not an animal nor was it human. It had to be some sort of machine or aircraft because it was coming from above the clouds. We never saw it that evening.


    A couple of days later, we heard it again. Only this time it was louder and closer. Suddenly, like a silver streak, it flashed in the sky, just for an instant. It was indeed some sort of aircraft. We only caught a glimpse of it. Was it a craft from outer space? What was it the paper called these things? UFOs—unidentified flying objects. Well, it certainly was that to Peanut and me. We only got a fleeting look at it, but it was the sound that made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. Peanut looked at me, his eyes as big as doorknobs. 


    “What in the Sam Hill was that?” we blurted out in unison. The local paper told us what it was in print that evening.


    Now through the years since, I have heard this sound many times, and always get a thrill. The Booneville Reporter said it was a jet plane that the people in our small town had seen and heard. Jet. I liked the sound of the word: Jet. Jet. Yes, I loved to say it.


    A few days later at the Avon Theater uptown, we got a good look at one of these planes. A newsreel showed what America had come up with just before the end of the war. However, it had never flown in battle. It was still kind of experimental, but the Army, Air Force, and Navy wanted to order a bunch of them. These aircrafts were said to fly over five hundred miles per hour. And they were powered by Allison jet engines that were manufactured over in Indianapolis, just twenty-five miles from Booneville.


    We could not imagine anything going five hundred miles an hour. We had never ridden more than thirty-five miles per hour. That was the speed limit during the war years. Of course, you could drive as fast as you wanted now that the speed limit had been lifted. But we didn’t have a car, so I still didn’t know the thrill of speed.


    It was October 1946, and the leaves on the trees were ablaze with color. It was a wonderful time to be a boy in a small Midwestern town. The horrible war had been over for a year. That rascal, Hitler, rather than face a war crimes trial, had committed suicide when he saw Germany was defeated. We had gotten revenge for the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor by completely wiping out two Japanese cities, Hiroshima and Nagasaki, with a single bomb on each city. These two bombs had finally brought unconditional surrender and ended the war.


    Everyday living was slowly returning to normal. Food, gas, and tires were no longer rationed, but some things were still very hard to find. Coffee, sugar, and bananas were among the things that were still scarce. My Momma could now buy nylon hose again and had at least five pairs on hand.


    A rumor was floating around, that Winkler’s factory would soon stop making mortar shells altogether and would go back to making coal stokers. The workforce had already been cut back to one shift. Momma, having been laid off, had been home with us kids for the last ten months. We hoped Daddy would not be laid off.


    Our servicemen had been slowly coming home as their enlistments were up. Consequently, jobs were starting to become hard to find. My own uncles and cousin came home this last spring. Two of my uncles came back and were given their former jobs at Winklers Factory. Another uncle came back and began to farm. My wounded Marine cousin bought a truck and began to haul lime and fertilizer for a living. But doctors at the veteran’s hospital picked shrapnel out of him for years.


    The upside was, with men coming home and getting married, more and larger houses would be needed. Families were already starting to grow, so the building trade would likely pick up. We never saw so many ladies that looked like they had swallowed watermelons. It was called “a baby boom” and led to the “housing boom.” This of course added other manufacturing jobs. In a couple of years, anyone who wanted a job had one.


    The car factories that had retooled to make jeeps, trucks, tanks, and airplanes in 1942 had just started to make cars again. The first full model year would be 1947. From the pictures of the new models we had seen, the factories must have still been using the 1941 blueprints. With the exception of one particular car, they sure looked a lot like the 1941 models. Gasoline was no longer scarce. More and more cars were seen on the road as people got their cars off the blocks and out of barns and sheds where they had been stored during the war.


    Jerry Mount, our neighbor across the alley, had recently arrived home from serving in the Navy. He said he had just ordered a brand new Studebaker automobile. They were made right here in Indiana, up in South Bend. Jerry showed Peanut and me a picture of it out of a shiny advertisement booklet. It was a strange-looking car. One could hardly tell the front from the back. I jokingly asked him, “How will you know if you are coming or going?”


    He just laughed and said, “All cars will look like this someday, Willie.” He always called me Willie.


    Thanksgiving and Christmas were really nice that year. Food was plentiful. Stores were alive with people shopping. Everyone seemed a little more cheerful and full of the holiday spirit. For Christmas, I got a set of silver Roy Rogers pistols with a gun belt and holsters. They came complete with a box of caps so that when you shot them, they sounded somewhat like a shot, or more like a very small firecracker. Pop, pop, pop. And you could smell the gunpowder as the smoke came out of the barrel.


    All the neighborhood kids, as well as Peanut and I, no longer played Army. We now played cowboys, Indians, and Old West bank robbers. We also played a lot of baseball and basketball. I guess we played basketball almost every day.


    In the winter, our hands would get so cold, we lost the feeling in our fingers. However, basketball was the major sport in the Hoosier State. All the neighborhood boys pretended we were on the winning team in the state basketball tourney. We all wanted to make the winning last-second shot.


    In the summer, we played baseball in our backyard. The old baseball got ragged and lost the cover, so we wrapped tape around it to hold it together. We only had one old, broken bat, and we repaired that with tape too.


    Home plate was the cement slab at the old lean-to of a back porch. When the door was closed, that was our backstop. First base was the telephone pole by the alley, second base was the green apple tree, and third base was one post on the grape arbor. It was a lopsided diamond, but it worked for us. If you hit the ball through the open window in the coal shed, it was a home run. If you fouled the ball four times, you were out. We usually only had four or five kids on a team. And no girls were allowed to play.


    One day just after my birthday in June, Peanut came running into the kitchen where I was nursing a Coke by pouring it into a small glass. I was pretending it was whisky and that I was sitting at a poker table in an old Western saloon. If my folks had seen me doing this, they would have given me a beating. Our family was what was known as “teetotalers.”


    Well anyway, Peanut was so excited he was stuttering.


    “Slow down, man,” I said. “What in the world is wrong?”


    He started over and said, “Do you want to take a Red Cross lifesaving course?”


    I said, “Where, when, and what does it cost?” Because if it cost anything, I knew that was out.


    He said, “It’s free, and it starts next week at the swimming pool. Every morning you go and they give these free lessons. It’s great; you get to go in the water for free every morning.”


    So that afternoon we went to the pool in the Booneville Park and signed up. We had to take a paper home for our
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