Better Days and Throwed Rolls
  Every day starts a new story, and this one ends at home.  On the way from Onalaska to Sallisaw we came through Paris, Texas.  The entry sign was inviting but the beauty stopped there.  We passed through blocks of boarded businesses as far as the eye could see.  It was a chilling sight, especially with the knowledge that GM was shuttering my own hometown.  While Anderson was starting to die, Paris was dead.  We’ve been hurt a lot the last few years, but nothing like Paris.  I thank all of the people in the private and public sectors who are working with fervor and faith to pull us out of the abyss and on to the great city we can be.  May Anderson flourish and Paris rise again.
   Our last interview of the 2004 tour was in Bella Vista, Arkansas with Ray McCollom, BillGeneJimmy’s brother.  Ray was a World War II Marine who had been stationed on Guadalcanal, Guam, Peleliu, and Okinawa.  He missed earning his Combat Infantry Badge by a few short miles as he was stationed on the airfield while the fighting was winding down on the south end of the island. My gut feeling was that Ray witnessed a lot more action than he was telling but he isn’t the kind who sticks out his chest.  

  Ray had some great family stories of growing up in Texas, especially of his Granddad and Granny Biggs.  I like a man who uses the title Granddad.  It sounds like something my dad, born in 1907, would have said.  Ray told a grand story of the day his Granddad was plowing the field (mules not tractor) a good distance from the house.  A stranger came by and implored Granddad Biggs to loan him ten dollars that he desperately needed.  The stranger promised to pay it back in a month. Granddad told him to reach inside the house above the door.  There was a sack of money there and he could take what he needed.  The stranger could have taken the whole bag and anything else in the house and been gone long before Granddad Biggs had finished his fieldwork.  He took just ten dollars.  In a month the stranger came back and apologized that he needed more time.  Granddad never blinked at the situation and let him have more time.  One month later the stranger returned to pay back the ten dollars.  It’s easy to say that was a time of innocence long gone, but time has no memory of itself.  The same standards of generosity and trust can be exercised today if we as a society choose those ideals.  It starts with a reverse of the same small steps that took us away from those simpler times. 
  Ray showed us a mystery as well. On Okinawa Ray found three pictures, two individual portraits of Japanese soldiers and one of a Japanese gun crew. They were very similar to the many photographs we’ve seen of our own Veterans.  I saw laughter, camaraderie, and bravado in those images.  I saw frightened boys in brave uniforms.  No doubt all of those men were killed in the battle, but I wondered if anyone was still alive who knew these men and who they had been?  It’s a sobering thing to see the enemy staring back at you with human faces. 

 From Bella Vista it was on to home some 600 miles. That evening we took a long stop to eat at Lambert’s the home of the “throwed rolls”.  We traveled all night to get home stopping in rest stops for sleep and cruising through St. Louis as if it wasn’t there at all.  Around 6:00 AM we pulled into Eva’s in Pendleton just in time to open it up for breakfast.  From there it was a short hop to the best stop of any of these tours.  It would be many weeks of studio work to process the hours of tapes we had recorded.  It remains many years of memories of Louisiana, Texas, and Arkansas, many new friends, and hours of priceless stories.   
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