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Dedication

Dedicated to my dear 
Uncle Bert and Aunt Darlene Cherry
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​​Introduction
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His eyes sparkled as if he were a schoolboy with a crush on the girl next door when he spoke about the red-haired lady he adored. Bert gushed how Darlene’s radiant smile warmed him “from head to toe” and captured his complete attention. In his handwritten notes professing his affection, he praised how her influence shaped the lives of the individuals in the portraits gracing the walls of the home he called their castle.

He claimed that when they met, she was “way out of his league.” Darlene, more subdued in her praise of her husband, replied, “Aw, was not!” When he said she was the best thing that came from his bout with polio, she smiled “like she was the luckiest woman alive,” as a 1997 Dallas Morning News reporter observed.

However, Bert was not a schoolboy, and Darlene was not a schoolgirl. During their marriage of more than six decades, they overcame physical and spiritual challenges more daunting than many of us could ever imagine.

They met in the 1950s at a rehabilitation facility in Oklahoma after recovering from polio. Ultimately, the virus that crippled their adolescent bodies led them to each other and a future full of infinite hope, fierce love, and unwavering faith.

When I was born, this couple became my uncle and aunt. Over the years, they influenced and inspired me from my youth through the present. 

A handwritten composition I wrote for a high school class assignment reveals my early admiration for Aunt Darlene. Admittedly, it also reflects some of my teenage naivete about life. Ironically, she was probably already a mother at the age I was when I wrote this essay. 


She is the 50-year-old mother of three married adults and the grandmother of five children. If that is not plenty for someone to do, she also babysits every weekday, except holidays, for between four and eleven children, ranging in age from six weeks to school-age. Many of the older children she has watched since infancy. 

Darlene Cherry, alias “Nanny” to the dozens of kids she babysits, is practically a second parent to some of them. While they are in her house, they obey. She expects them to mind their manners, say “Yes, ma’am” and “No, ma’am,” and get along with the other youngsters when they are with her. It is almost an unwritten contract.

Of course, they are not always angels, and occasionally she has to take disciplinary action.

She teaches them how to love. She exhibits this when she cuddles a crying infant on her lap or plays a game with the older youngsters while the babies are napping. She fixes lunches for them. The lunches are not anything elaborate; they’re just peanut butter and jelly sandwiches or canned soup, but that’s no easy task when tending to half a dozen or more little ones.

It would be difficult enough for any average woman to accomplish all this for several years without losing her sanity. The extraordinary thing about Darlene Cherry is that she had polio more than 35 years ago and has been confined to a wheelchair ever since.

She married at 14 and was a mother when she was 15. At 17, polio struck. 

Soon thereafter, her first husband left her. She met my mother’s brother, Bert Cherry, five years afterward at a rehabilitation center, and they were wed. Bert also had polio.

They had two healthy children in their first five years of marriage. They have lived remarkable lives and are loved by everyone who knows them, including me.


The extraordinary spirit and ability of these two individuals to conquer obstacles always amazed me. Some people in their condition could have felt self-pity and survived on charity for the rest of their lives. Not my aunt and uncle. They chose to lead fruitful, joyful, and long lives. They raised a family, had productive careers, cared for others, and inspired those who knew them.

In this second edition revision, it is my privilege to provide a richer tapestry of the histories of my Uncle Bert and Aunt Darlene. Although the focus of this publication is the legacy of my uncle and aunt, it includes stories of individuals they influenced on their journeys, including my family. I consider myself to be part of their legacy of fierce love and unwavering faith, which is both inspiring and humbling.
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Author’s Notes
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The book uses the Georgia font, which is perfect because Darlene’s given name was Georgia Darlene.

I edited extended quotes in the book for clarity while retaining the speaker’s voice. Family accounts draw from personal interviews and documents. I attempted to maintain historical accuracy, but some accounts may be incomplete or unverifiable.

I began this second edition for audiobook alignment, but as I worked through the manuscript, I found additional storytelling improvements. An editor’s work is never done!
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1.  Darlene’s Journey Begins
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​Darlene’s Parents: Claude and Effie Fox
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Young Effie Jones

April 1912. A young auburn-haired woman in Arkansas heard the news of the catastrophic sinking of a mighty steamship en route from England to New York. This event inspired the young woman, Effie Jones, to compose an essay entitled “The Sinking of the Titanic,” reflecting common attitudes about women and children of that era​[1].


The large and mighty steamer which ran into an iceberg Sunday night at ten o’clock, April 14, 1912, sank Monday morning, April 15, 1912, between two and three o’clock. 

Ships came to their rescue but arrived too late to save the mighty steamer. There were 2,180 people on the ship; 868 were saved. This was the first trip on the largest ship that had ever been made.

Great men, who might have done greater work for their country than those they saved, gave their lives for women and children. They stood aside and let women with wooden shoes and children fall into the lifeboats. 


More than a century later, her essay’s attitude about women contrasted sharply with the woman she became. 

Effie Jones developed into a strong, independent woman who didn’t wait for a man to do great things for her or her country. She raised two strong and competent daughters: Lorraine and Darlene. These daughters may not have been what society at the time considered heroines, but they did amazing things for the people in their lives. Her daughter Darlene vanquished life-threatening obstacles with fierce love and unwavering faith.

Darlene’s mother, Effie Jones, was born in November 1894 in Pocahontas, Arkansas. She was the second of six children born to George B. and Callie Smith Jones. Effie quit school in the eighth grade to support her family, which was common in that era. As a teenager, auburn-haired Effie “served some well-to-do people in town,” according to Darlene.

Years later, Effie confided in her granddaughter that when she was a child, other children teased her mercilessly about her red locks.

Young Claude Fox

WITHIN MONTHS OF THE Titanic sinking, a 19-year-old man named Claude Fox was likely working on the railroad in Iowa, like his father and brother. He married an older woman named Olive. According to his daughter Claudette​[2], her aunt told her Olive married Claude because she “just wanted his paycheck.” The marriage lasted fewer than five years.

A few years later, Claude joined the military to serve in World War I. His 1917 military enlistment papers show his marital status as single and his occupation as a fireman. In World War I, Claude served as an infantryman and a cook for the U.S. Army in France and Germany. During his military service in Germany, Claude made friends with local citizens and learned to speak German.

Claudette recalled how her father survived the war: “I survived on hunches. If I had a hunch to move, I moved. When I was shooting, everyone was shooting, so I had no way of knowing if my shots killed anybody.”

During Claude’s time in France, the enemy used “some kind of gas” that damaged his lungs, his daughter Darlene explained. The resulting emphysema contributed to lifelong health issues. 

Claude was born in December 1893 in Iowa City, Iowa, the son of George and Emma Fox. He had three siblings.

Claude and Effie Fox Become a Family

TWO MONTHS AFTER CLAUDE returned from the war in April 1919, he married Effie Jones​[3]. In August 1920, Effie gave birth to Lorraine Fox in Kansas City. The family lived in El Reno, Oklahoma, during Lorraine’s early years. She remembered being happy there.

By July 1928, the family had moved to Iowa City, Iowa, where Effie gave birth to Georgia Darlene Fox (who went by Darlene). Effie reportedly cried when both of her daughters were born with red hair because she did not want them to endure the teasing she had experienced as a child.

The Fox family moved from Iowa to DeValls Bluff, Arkansas, when Darlene was eight months old. 

When Darlene was a small child, Claude worked for the Rock Island Railroad. While working there, Claude earned decent wages and treated his wife and daughters with nice things, including a car.

Effie later confided in Janis that Claude adored her long auburn hair. He also enjoyed his alcohol. Effie kept her distance from her husband when he came home drunk. She considered his behavior after excessive drinking to be undesirable when he was around the children. She threatened to cut her hair if he refused to stop drinking. 

As the drinking and undesirable behavior continued, the arguments increased. At one point, Effie cut her long auburn hair, much to the dismay of her husband. At some point, she also gave him an ultimatum to give up alcohol, which she later regretted.

Photos: Fox Family

[image: May 1925 Effie sits on a patterned blanket outdoors, holding her daughter Lorraine on her lap and looking down at her.]

Effie and Lorraine (May 1925)

[image: 1924 photo of Claude and Effie standing outdoors; Claude holds a fish while their daughter Lorraine stands in front of Effie.]

Claude, Effie, and Lorraine (circa 1924)
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​Darlene’s Childhood in DeValls Bluff
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“The years involved in this part of my life are from July 1933–1941,” Darlene summarized in a series of letters she sent to Breanna. These years began with family stability that soon shattered.

Claude lost his railroad job during the Great Depression. In July 1933, just shy of Darlene’s fifth birthday, he left the family to look for work in Missouri. He never returned.

Darlene described her daddy’s departure in a 2019 videotaped conversation with her granddaughter Breanna:


Daddy had just bought a 1928 Chrysler. Then the railroad company went defunct and laid off all their employees. Like many others, Daddy lost his job and was unable to find a new job in that little town in Arkansas. He decided to move north to look for work.

Relatives from Kansas City were in DeValls Bluff for July 4th. Daddy rode as far as Kansas City with the relatives. Then, rather than return to us, he went to live with his parents in Missouri.

That’s how he left my mother. He left my mother on bad terms; you might say he left us penniless. I never saw him again, but he stayed in touch with my sister regularly because she was 13 when he left. 

Lorraine loved him, and he was a good daddy to her. Until the day he died, my mother often stated, “he was a good daddy.”

In those days, a man didn’t leave a woman, because a woman was a homemaker. The only thing he left us was his new car. He never came back to get it. My mother sold the car to one of the store owners to settle a debt.

He was without a job, and he was without a wife. My daddy met Thelma at a chicken hatchery in his hometown. Thelma was 12 years younger than my mother. The two women had met when mother lived in my daddy’s hometown in the early years of their marriage. 

Anyway, he divorced my mother, married Thelma, and Claudette was their first child. They had a boy who died in his 40s, I think.

My daddy sent me a picture of Claudette when she was about six months old. He wrote on it, “Your little half-sister.” This might sound bad, but my mother tore it up into four little pieces and sent it back to him. That didn’t bother me at the time.


To survive, Effie briefly moved with her daughters to Kansas City, where one of Effie’s siblings allowed them to stay with them. Within six months, Effie became the chief operator of the town’s phone system switchboard. 

1933 was one of the worst years of the Great Depression. Effie and her daughters learned thriftiness and resilience in a world where a loaf of bread cost 9 cents, a woman’s dress cost about $6, and the average car cost about $500 (University of Missouri’s “Prices and Wages” archive (1930–1939). The average monthly rent in Kansas City was $26—about half of Effie’s $50 monthly salary.

Although she was earning a living in Kansas City, Effie’s hometown was calling her. The small family returned to DeValls Bluff in time for Darlene to start school there when she was six years old.

Effie’s Evolution as a Single Mother

UPON RETURNING TO DEVALLS Bluff, Effie earned income from a variety of jobs over the years. Her early jobs included washing, ironing, and sewing for wealthier townsfolk. For example, she frequently handmade dresses and sold them for one dollar each. Darlene painted her mother as a “lovely seamstress” and an intelligent person, with excellent skills in spelling, English, and math. 

For several years, Effie was the town’s switchboard operator. She and her daughters lived in an apartment attached to the switchboard office, where the girls learned the trade by observation. This skill came in handy for Darlene a few times in her life. In later years, Effie managed a variety store that her son-in-law A.D. Tunstill purchased for her to oversee. 

Darlene declared that her childhood was a wonderful one, even though she endured some tough times as the daughter of a single mother during the Great Depression. She attributed the happiness of those days to her mother. “Everything good that I am,” she often claimed, “I got from my mother.”

Darlene described her mother Effie to Breanna:


Mother could do almost anything she set her mind to. She was a fine Christian, moral person. She did not smoke, drink, or use bad language. She once refused a job at our combination drug and liquor store because she would have to sell alcohol.

Daddy initiated the divorce, but I don’t know when or where. (They had no agreement for him to pay her any child support.) Child support payments weren’t required back then. At the time, he was broke too; his parents were supporting him. 

There’s much more to how my mother managed. Sometimes we hardly had food on the table. She always found ways to care for herself and us girls. 


Sometimes in between her mother’s jobs, they were on welfare and received commodities the government issued downtown once a month. Items issued included raisins, graham flour, salt pork, beans, real creamery butter, and fruit.

“Mother was so embarrassed that she sent a friend with my red wagon to pick up the free food,” Darlene admitted.

When Effie was the switchboard operator, she served as the emergency dispatcher for the town. When a fire broke out, it was Effie’s responsibility to communicate the fire alarm. Darlene recalled the community’s response to a fire:


For years, we had no fire truck, just a bucket brigade, which meant almost everything burned to the ground. 

I saw many homes and belongings destroyed. Never a life. The entire town turned out to watch or help, whatever the case.

Mother was always available to chase our one doctor down for an illness or a serious injury. Many times, she was one of the first in town to hear about anything unusual or any catastrophe.


Besides the practical skills like managing a switchboard, Effie taught her daughters resilience and inner strength. During their marriage, Darlene’s parents “had money,” according to their granddaughter Janis, but when Claude left, Effie became frugal out of necessity and instilled that in her daughters. After her husband left, Effie vowed to make it on her own without marrying again. 

Lorraine and Darlene’s independent spirits matched their vibrant auburn hair—symbols of the great women they were to become. They were ladies who defied their mother’s youthful perception of women, as depicted in her Titanic essay, by living life fully with fierce love, unwavering faith, and iron determination.​

Life in DeValls Bluff

DEVALLS BLUFF IS EAST of Little Rock and southwest of Memphis. The main street of town, U.S. Highway 70, runs east from Little Rock before curving abruptly northward, almost at 90 degrees, jogging through the town. The White River flows along the eastern border of the small town.

During Darlene’s early life, the town of DeValls Bluff (population 900) boasted at least five churches, one Kroger store, two dry goods stores, two family-owned combined dry goods and grocery stores, one bank, one icehouse, one courthouse, one hotel, several gas stations, one drug store, one pool hall, Craig’s BBQ restaurant (which was still in business in 2021), and a cotton gin. The cotton gin was one block from the house where Darlene lived.

Darlene’s childhood home sat in the elbow of that 90-degree angle next to a service station. The house was a single-story, three-bedroom building on a brick foundation about two feet off the ground, with five steps leading up to the entrance. An outhouse was necessary because the house did not have indoor plumbing. 

Almost everything in town was within walking distance for the Fox ladies, which was a good thing since her mother never owned a car after her divorce. The First Baptist Church they attended was about a block from Main Street. 

Darlene identified U.S. Highway 70 and the White River as sources of amusement in the small-town life of DeValls Bluff. “They each added their own flavor of excitement.” Labor Day festivities included boat races on the White River in what was likely a carnival-like atmosphere. 

“The whole town turned out. That was fun,” Darlene recalled.

Darlene’s daughter Janis recalled the town of her youth: “DeValls Bluff was not always a ‘rinky-dink town.’ It was once a thriving riverboat town, with a button factory and trading industries. The railroad went through, and fishing was a big industry. They made buttons out of the mussels harvested from the river.”

Darlene explained that two steamboats ran along the White and Mississippi Rivers as dredge boats to keep the rivers navigable. Steamboats traversed the rivers during the spring, summer, and early fall months; they tied up in the winter at DeValls Bluff. Most of the workers and their families lived in that small town. The men operating the boats were home for weekends and during the winters.

Everyday Life in the Fox Household

LATER IN LIFE, DARLENE wrote letters to her grandchildren describing her youth. Common meals often included biscuits, sausage, or eggs. Her breakfasts were oatmeal, cream of wheat, or milk toast in the winter, and cold cereal in the summer. Typical supper provisions included pork and kraut, homemade soup, turnip greens, hash, or tomatoes cooked with macaroni.

Darlene described typical meals of her childhood:


Mother called the soup without meat “poor man’s soup.” We sometimes had fried chicken on Sundays. I did not have a broiler steak until 1953.

We ate homemade butter and drank milk straight from the cow. My grandmother had a cow named Bossy for several years. I never learned to milk the cow, but I have churned butter.

Grandmother raised chickens and sometimes hogs. She made soap with hog fat renderings and lye. They used this soap to wash the clothes.


While their everyday menus were basic, Darlene admitted receiving an occasional treat, such as a box of chocolate-covered cherries her mother gave her as a Christmas gift.

The house had an icebox that held up to 50 pounds of ice. Effie hung a card on the front porch to specify the amount of ice they needed, and the iceman delivered it. Initially, the iceman rode in a horse-drawn wagon. In later years, he drove a pickup truck for his routes.

The Fox house used a fire stove for heat and cooking and lacked indoor plumbing. One memorable task was carrying in wood each evening to last for the next day. When her mother bought a new load of wood, Darlene made a game of stacking the logs to make it less of a chore. They often heated only one room during the winter. The fire usually went out overnight.​

Darlene’s Playtime

IN HER LATER YEARS, Darlene described her childhood entertainment in a letter to her great-granddaughter Abby. “We had no telephone, no TV, no computers, no air conditioning, no car, no city buses, taxis, or any other form of transportation. 

“Now Abby, you might think I would be very unhappy, but I want you to remember that I had a very happy childhood, even though the circumstances were not always happy.

“It was always too hot to stay indoors, so I always played outside.” 

Darlene’s childhood games and activities included playing jacks, jumping rope, skating, riding a tricycle, and playing with her one doll. She enjoyed reading the “funny books” that two neighbor boys shared with her. Most of her toys were hand-me-downs from her sister, including a tricycle, a doll buggy, and a doll bed. She played with her cat named Lazy almost like a toy.

“Lazy was my yellow cat. I dressed her in my doll clothes and pushed her around in my doll buggy. I only had one doll, and Mother made doll clothes for her.”

Other recreational activities Darlene enjoyed included listening to programs on their tube-style radio (when it was working). Among her favorites were a children’s program called Let’s Pretend on Saturday mornings and entertainers such as Red Skelton, Fibber McGee, and Jack Benny, or the music of the Light Crust Doughboys.

Holidays in the Fox Household

EFFIE MADE HOLIDAYS wonderful despite their meager circumstances. Christmas was always special to Darlene as a child, “even though we had so little. I was not aware how little we had at the time.”

She and her mother hiked to the forest on her grandmother’s farm to cut a cedar tree a couple of weeks before Christmas, regardless of the weather. For many years they did not have lights for the tree. They decorated the tree with ornaments, red and green rope, and icicles. 

“I sometimes strung popcorn or red berries to put on the tree,” Darlene recalled. She also made decorations at school that her mother proudly hung on the tree. A few years later, Darlene was thrilled when they bought a string of lights for the first time, for 25 cents. 

Darlene expressed fond Christmas Eve memories of her mother gathering with other mothers from the neighborhood to make peanut brittle and other candies while the children played together. Christmas dinner often included a one-dollar goose with dressing and vegetables.

Her Christmas gift at age 9 stood out: “We had our Christmas gift time on Christmas Eve. My uncle slipped out; I found out later to ‘help Santa’. My mother sent me to the kitchen for something, and there in the middle of the kitchen floor was my gift: a big red wagon!”

Darlene recalled a special Easter from her childhood:


Every Easter I had a new dress, new clothes, and new socks. On one particular Easter, Mother made me a dark green taffeta dress. I had green knee socks and white shoes. Because Easter was early that year, she made me a light flannel ¾-length coat. On Easter morning, we awoke to ice covering everything. Mother suggested I wear my winter coat because it was so cold. 

I was so disappointed and begged her to let me wear my new coat. Well, she did, and I loved her for that! I am sure I got cold, but I would never have admitted it. I had to walk several blocks to the church, since we never had a car.


Effie made most of Darlene’s few childhood clothes, including undergarments. Darlene did not wear pants or play clothes to school. “I had school dresses and a Sunday dress. I was not allowed to wear my Sunday dress to school, except on the last day when we only went for a couple of hours to pick up the report card.” ​

At 12, Darlene felt special and grown-up when she received a Christmas gift of a store-bought, long, rose-pink chenille robe. She enjoyed wearing pink, which she normally did not wear because of her red hair.

Darlene as a Schoolgirl

THE DEVALLS BLUFF SCHOOL was a consolidated school housing all 12 grades. Darlene attended school in DeValls Bluff through the eighth grade. 

Darlene described her school classroom: “In the first six grades, two grades were in each room with one teacher. She taught one class on one side of the room, while the other class on the other side of the room sat quietly and listened or studied. Our teachers were our friends as well as our teachers. One was a member of my church; another was my next-door neighbor.”

Students came to the DeValls Bluff school from several other nearby communities. Many of Darlene’s friends lived in these rural areas. So, she only saw these friends at school, or on the rare occasion when the family came to town on Saturdays to buy supplies.

Darlene’s closest childhood friend was Charlene. Because they both had red hair, they called themselves “twin sisters.” 

Darlene shared how rural life shaped her friendships:


Rice farmers lived west of town, and cotton farmers lived northeast of town, toward Memphis. Very few people had cars.

Charlene’s daddy was a rice farmer. Charlene was like many of the people who came to town for school or to do business. They were country people. I don’t mean that in a bad way. I mean, they lived outside of town. 

I didn’t get to see Charlene during the summer. We didn’t call or write. I looked forward to seeing my friends at school. 

My other friend Dorothy couldn’t come to school often because they didn’t have a car. She walked a mile each way to go to Sunday School at my church.


Darlene’s Early Teen Years

DURING THE FIRST YEARS of World War II, when she was a young teenager, Darlene and her friends spent weekend afternoons sitting on the schoolhouse steps, watching for convoys of servicemen. “They whistled at us and threw their names and addresses to us,” she reminisced. “I never wrote them.”

Darlene’s sister Lorraine met her husband, A.D. Tunstill, who worked on one of the riverboats. Lorraine was 18 when she married 27-year-old A.D. in 1938. They moved to Milan, Tennessee, about 200 miles away from DeValls Bluff. Even though she had her own family, Lorraine would later play a key role in helping Darlene through the trials that were on the horizon.​

[image: 1940. Two teenage girls in dresses (Charlene and Darlene) stand on a sidewalk with trees and a road in the background.]

Charlene and Darlene (1940)

Early Seeds of Faith

“I WAS AN OBEDIENT CHILD, mostly,” Darlene wrote in a letter to her great-granddaughter Abby. However, Darlene loved to tell a story of sticking out her tongue at her mother in anger one time. Fortunately, her mother did not see her. “If Mother had seen me, I sure would have gotten a spanking, usually with a switch.”

When Darlene was 12 years old, she attended a tent revival. This was a community church service that included people from multiple Christian denominations. The small town had several churches—Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, Catholic, and Pentecostal. During this tent revival, Darlene accepted Jesus as the Son of God and her personal savior. After that, Darlene began attending church regularly with her mother.

Darlene observed her mother practicing her faith by tithing: setting aside a dime for the church out of the dollar she earned sewing or doing other jobs. Darlene asked how she could afford to tithe when she had so little money. Her mother answered, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” That made an impression on Darlene. 

Darlene later wrote: “We never went hungry. Yes, sometimes I wanted an ice cream cone or candy, and she had to say no. It never hurt me; in fact, it was probably quite good for me. We never went without the necessities.”
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2.  Bert B’s Journey Begins
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​Bert B’s Parents: Bert Isaac and Vigie Cherry
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Young Bert Isaac Cherry

August 1869. In post-Civil War America, the Union had just readmitted Arkansas. That’s where 17-year-old Isaac Cherry married 16-year-old Martha Cox. They had three children together in 12 years. Martha died when their youngest child was three years old. Isaac’s youngest son Bert​[4] later shared an interesting story about his father’s second wife:


My dad married again. The children called her Aunt Jane. Her first husband had been gone for 20 years and was assumed dead. 

Shortly after my father and Aunt Jane married, her first husband returned. They had the marriage to my father annulled. She returned to her first husband.


January 1882. Isaac married Margaret Almon. The couple had eight children in 10 years and were expecting their ninth as they traveled westward via covered wagon during the Oklahoma Land Rush. 

At the end of that adventure, Margaret Cherry gave birth to Bert Isaac Cherry in March 1904 near Wewoka in Indian Territory, which later became Oklahoma. His father was 52 and his mother was 43 when Bert was born. She died two years later.

Having a large age span between the Cherry siblings created some interesting family dynamics. Bert’s oldest sister, Sophie Shephard, was 34 years old and married with children of her own when Bert was born. In fact, when Bert started school near Seminole, Oklahoma, Sophie’s son (Bert’s nephew) Fred was Bert’s teacher.

In 1918, the family moved to Earlsboro, Oklahoma. They began attending the Baptist church there, and Bert became a Christian. Bert’s closest sibling in age was Ray, 2½ years older. They were the best of friends as children and as adults, despite the normal childhood squabbles. In their teens, the brothers shared a deeper connection as they both felt a spiritual urge to serve the Lord, which they identified as a “call to preach.”

After deciding to study to become a preacher, Bert transferred to the Oklahoma Baptist Academy in Shawnee, where he completed his junior and senior years of high school. As a high school student, Bert began preaching at the Rock Creek Baptist Church in Shawnee. He later earned a Bachelor of Arts degree from Oklahoma Baptist University (OBU) and began a family tradition at that college that spanned four generations.​

Young Vigie Boatman

ABOUT 350 MILES SOUTHWEST of Wewoka, Vigie Boatman was born in January 1904, in Nacogdoches, Texas, daughter of Madison and Hattie Boatman. Madison was 19 when he married 16-year-old Hattie. They had three sons and three daughters. Tragically, both parents died in their early 30s.

One day, three-year-old Vigie went to wake her sleeping daddy, but he never woke up. He had died in his sleep at the age of 31. What a traumatic experience for a three-year-old! Then, 15 months later, her mother died just days shy of her 30th birthday.

How unsettling this must have been for these six children to lose both of their parents in 15 months! The siblings ranged in age from 12 years to 21 months when their mother died: Homer (12), Floyd (11), Dena (8), Vigie (4), Robert (3), and Maudie Lee (21 months). Keeping six orphans together in the same family would be difficult in any era. 

Family lore states that at first, the orphans went to live with one of their grandmothers. The children did not stay with her for long. By the 1910 census, five of the six children were at the Buckner Baptist Children’s Home in Dallas, Texas. Their oldest brother, Floyd, was living with his uncle. 

In other family accounts, the older boys, Homer and Floyd, were on their own as teens. The four youngest children, including Vigie, remained in the Children’s Home.

The Buckner Orphanage was a blessing for the Boatman children. It kept the siblings together, providing them with shelter, clothes, food, education, and spiritual guidance. Dena, Vigie, Robert, and Maudie Lee remained at Buckner until they came of age. Vigie earned her high school diploma from the Buckner Home Academy and an associate degree from Burleson College in Greenville, Texas.

Vigie’s daughter Dena shared her mother’s descriptions of the orphanage: “Mother’s life at Buckner’s Orphan Home was a happy one. She talked a lot about ‘Father Buckner,’ the head of the children’s home. He was like a father to her and her sisters. After she graduated from college, she returned to Buckner to serve as the religious education director (for a couple of years) before she went to seminary, where she met my dad.”

​Bert and Vigie Meet

BERT CHERRY MET FELLOW student Vigie Boatman in 1928 on his first day at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, Texas. Their assigned seats were at the same table in the dining hall. They became friends immediately.

Bert and his college roommate initially agreed not to date girls, to focus on studying. However, Bert found Vigie so attractive that he withdrew from the pact. He and Vigie started dating shortly thereafter and became engaged. They married at the Buckner Baptist Children’s Home in June 1930, between his second and third years as a seminary student. Vigie graduated from the seminary with a Bachelor of Religious Education in May 1930.

As an interesting side note, Bert had dated a young woman named Maggie when they were OBU students. His brother Ray began dating Maggie after learning that Bert and Vigie were engaged. Ray and Maggie married in August 1931.

On April 30, 1931, shortly before Bert’s graduation with a Bachelor of Divinity degree from the seminary, Vigie gave birth to Bert Buckner Cherry in Dallas, Texas. 

Author’s Note: To minimize confusion between the two Berts, I will refer to the father, Rev. Bert Isaac Cherry, as Rev. Cherry in most future references. In conversations, family members occasionally used Bert I. for the father and Bert B. for the son.

Vigie’s daughter Dena said her mother “had such fond memories of the Buckner orphans’ home that she and Dad married at the Buckner Baptist Children’s Home, and she gave her firstborn son the middle name of Buckner.”

[image: Bert I and Vigie on their 1930 wedding day. Young woman in a light dress and hat stands next to a young man in dark suit.]

Bert I. and Vigie Wedding (06/05/1930)
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