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Gardner Wrenn and Jeffrey Gardner; our son-in-law, David
Wrenn; our beautiful granddaughters, Taylor Wrenn Becerra
and Anna Gardner; our grandson-in-law, Dr. Becerra; and
our handsome great-grandsons, Brett Becerra and Luke
Becerra.
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Introduction

This book is a compilation of events, as far as possible, be-
ginning with my birth on a cold January day. The impos-
sibility of having developed memory cells at birth makes it
necessary to imagine or embellish some of the events of my
earliest months. My memories expand a long range of time,
experiences, obstacles, and successes and a wide range of
friends, including my guardian angels. They all helped make
me who I am today.

One of my reasons for writing this book is for my chil-
dren, grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and other family
members to have a peek into some of the activities of their
mother, parents, and other ancestors.

Many others who may read this book have no firsthand
relation to or knowledge about the era in which those of us
born just prior to, during, or just following the Great Depres-
sion actually experienced. A very few years thereafter, we
entered the many hardships and sacrifices required during
World War II. We look back on those times as memorable,
sad, and nostalgic. We learned to live without the things we
didn’t really need, and we made do with what we had. We
seriously weighed needs against wants and always settled on
the needs. We didn’t have electricity, cars, air transportation,
television, telephones or cell phones, inside bathrooms, air
conditioning, and many other of today’s necessities, but we
did have family cohesiveness where I grew up. And we did
things fogether. In retrospect, we find that kind of together-
ness to be much more important than the physical desires of
today for material things. We grew up with and were an in-
tegral part of a group of very helpful and thoughtful friends
and neighbors.

There is no way, however, to tell everything in a book, nor
would I want to. I have tried to stay with what I consider to
be the most interesting, most important, and hopefully some
of the more humorous events, all punctuated with bits of
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better-known history. I may have to write a Book Two to get
in so many other things that have come to mind.

Memories

These memories are old snapshots
In the recesses of my mind
[ take them out once in a while
For a glimpse of by-gone times

—Faye Gardner
©November 5, 2011



Chapter 1

Baby Girl

Daddy quickly hitched the mule to the cart and headed down
the dirt road in the dark to fetch “Miss”” Mamie on a very cold
Friday morning in January near the end of the Great Depres-
sion. The baby had started kicking and punching, and Mama’s
back was having intermittent pains. That baby wanted out.
Mama had no doubts. Daddy put “Old Kate” on a fast gal-
lop because he knew that baby wasn’t going to dawdle. Mama
didn’t need anyone to stay with her; she and Daddy lived in the
old, unpainted wooden frame house with her mother-in-law
and Daddy’s two younger siblings, a sister and a brother. I've
wondered numerous times where those three were while all of
the excitement was taking place.

If the baby had known what it was like in the cold Janu-
ary world outside, she just might have chosen to stay where
she had been floating around comfortably and happily for
the past nine months. Daddy soon arrived back home with
Miss Mamie, and she quickly started her work. While I was
kicking and pushing to stay where I was, Mama’s job was to
get me out into the cold, cruel world. Miss Mamie proceeded
to spank the innocent little baby (me) once to make me cry
and clear my lungs. Yes, it was a little girl. Her daddy said
years later that she was the sweetest little thing he had ever
seen. She most likely changed, though, as she grew older.
I was that baby. I never knew until I was working on this
book which day of the week I was born. I always liked the
little poem about the traits of a child depending on the day
of the week on which the child was born. I especially like it
now because “Friday’s child is loving and giving.” Why did
I never ask my parents? I have no idea.

One- or two-year-old babies form few, if any, memories.
It didn’t take very long for me to learn my name was Faye.
One of the highlights, however, of my earlier years was when
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Daddy made his monthly trip to the grocery store in town.
I had developed a special love for Karo syrup and “light
bread.” That was always my request on the grocery list, along
with Mama and Daddy’s necessary flour, sugar, meal, rice,
coffee, and a very few other items that we couldn’t produce
at home. Those items were weighed by the pound, poured
in a brown bag or wrapper, and tied with string. It took sev-
eral hours for him to make the round-trip back home using
the cart pulled by the mule, “Old Kate.” Later in the day I
watched for him to come back down the dirt road with the
groceries, including my goodies.

One thing I definitely remember is taking a box of matches
into a bedroom and thoroughly enjoying making the fire
come out of them—that is, until one of my parents found
me out and stopped me in a hurry. (They didn’t like that.)
Another thing I remember very well was playing in the dirt
with Daddy’s razor brush. (He didn’t like that either.) I think
I also put some kerosene on the brush so the dirt would stick
to it better. I do not remember where or how I found or man-
aged to get the kerosene. Neither of those activities was well
received by Daddy.

Another of my special memories was spending time with
my favorite aunt, who was Mama’s youngest sister, Amada.
All of her family and friends called her*” Maayder,” using
the long, drawling country vernacular that was so prevalent
in that area of North Carolina. She would do fun things with
me, such as playing in the black Pender County dirt, climb-
ing a big oak tree in my grandparents’ backyard, and shaking
the grapes off the vine that had “clumb clean up the old oak
tree.” She was only eight years older than 1.

Later on we would put a long board across a saw horse
for a really big “see-saw.” Daddy always had lots of lumber
around because he continued building on our house as long
as he and Mama lived in it, around 1967. While we were
see-sawing, we would sing war-related songs like “Don’t Sit
Under the Apple Tree with Anyone Else but Me” and “When
Johnny Comes Marching Home Again.” Amada and Mama
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had three brothers who were each in a different branch of
military service. In every home from which a family mem-
ber served in the military, there was a white pennant in a
front window. On the pennant was one gold star representing
each family member serving.

When Amada finished high school, she moved to Wash-
ington, DC, to work with the FBI. She met herself a military
man and later married him after he had served his time over-
seas. He always called her “Ann,” and that’s the name she
used throughout her career and life in the DC area. Her first
name was “Annie,” using her mother’s first name, my ma-
ternal grandmother. (Jack’s last name was Newcomer. All of
Amada’s family went through the silly stage of calling them
“Tomato and Cucumber.”) Amada and Jack lived in Kan-
sas for a while, which was his home state, before moving to
California to complete his college degree in accounting.

They finally moved back to Alexandria, Virginia, where
Jack had a better opportunity to put his training to use. They
spent most of the rest of their lives in the Mount Vernon
area of Alexandria in the same little brick house that they
purchased and moved into in the early 1950s. He was an
accountant for the Navy Department, and Amada worked in
the DC Tax Department as an in-office tax collector. At the
time Amada and Jack moved to Alexandria, my best friend
from high school and I were renting a room in Arlington
and working a summer job in a Hot Shoppe to help with our
college expenses. I loved being able to visit my aunt and her
family often and talking with her on the phone even more
often.

The style of our old house was about the same as that of
most other houses in the country, or on small farms, at that
time. The long side of the house faced the main road. There
was a porch along that side, the front. Our porch had a rail
around it. We called it a bannister. Maybe the rail made it a



4 Faye L. Gardner

step above most of the others of that era and style. The front
door was in the center of the front of the house. On the right
inside was the front room, or living room, with a fireplace
for heat and a very small bedroom behind it.

The living room wall had a chair rail with wainscot below.
The upper part was wallpaper with a little pink floral design.
I always thought it was especially pretty. The inside walls
of the bedrooms were just plain white plaster, which may
have served as a small amount of insulation. Because the
bedrooms were unheated, that bit of insulation helped in the
cold winter months.'

To the left of the front entrance were two more bedrooms,
one of them having a large, fluffy featherbed filled with
down plucked by Grandma Missiouria King Lanier from her
geese. (Yes, Grandma’s given name is spelled correctly.)
Two of my cousins inherited Grandma’s given name, and
they didn’t especially like it; in fact, they disliked it very
much. At least it was their middle name, not the first, making
it easier to ignore.

At the center of the back of that part of the house was the
door leading to the back porch, which was completely open,
except for the roof; and the porch led to the other part of the
house. That porch had a railing on the back side with a wide
shelf used for washing up, brushing teeth, and shaving, and
there were back steps somewhere between the dining room
and the kitchen, both of which could be entered from the
porch. This part was completely separated from the main
part of the house except for the porch. This was the section
that housed a large dining room and a large kitchen with its
wood-burning cook stove. Every morning someone, prob-
ably Daddy, had to leave a warm bed, hurry through that
open porch, and build a fire in the stove so Mama could cook
breakfast.

IRefer to end of book for sketch 1.
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As soon as I could carry in sticks of stove wood, that be-
came one of my little chores. My siblings later had an equal
opportunity to do the same thing as each one aged into it.
There was always a large pile of stove wood awaiting its turn
to be carried into the kitchen and placed in the wood box.
In the winter there was another large pile of larger pieces
of wood for the fireplace. Later on, my sister Hazel slipped
on a pile of split wood and injured (maybe broke) her nose,
which stayed black and blue for a few weeks. By that time
we had moved up to a wood heater instead of a fireplace, but
the pieces of wood were still a similar size. We even went
through the coal heater stage later. The coal was dirty, messy
stuff to bring in, even using a coal bucket and tongs.

I never gave any thought to why the kitchen and dining
room were so far from the rest of the older house. In later
years | realized the wood cook stove could easily start a
fire, especially when the stove was being stoked. Then, the
sparks would fly. The owners could reasonably count on the
fire not burning down the entire house since the kitchen was
so far away from the main house. This idea probably came
from the old plantation plans. But since all of the older folk I
knew have moved on, there is no one to consult for answers
like these.

The entire house floor plan was like a horizontal “T,” and
the roof was an “A” style with the rafters showing along the
eaves. The rafters showing with no boxing was known as
“craftsman” style. These were the shingles and rafters from
which the rainwater dripped that “drowned” my doll my sis-
ter Shirley had played with and left outside the afternoon
before. I never let her forget that. Our dolls were made of
composition type material with a stuffed fabric body. Once
the composition material was wet, it would crumble and
come apart, like particle board. In later years, Shirley at-
tended classes to become a certified “doll doctor.” She did a
beautiful job of restoring old dolls. People would bring their
old dolls to her from long distances for reparation and res-
toration. The owners and the dolls seemed very happy after
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Shirley had “healed” and repaired them and their clothing. It
was several decades too late for my doll, though. Shirley had
a doll just like mine, but the dress was a different color. I al-
ways wondered why she wasn’t playing with Aer doll instead
of mine the day she left mine outside.

& %k sk

The sides of the house were clapboard, or lap siding, and
the roof was homemade cedar shingles, probably made by
the men in the family during the off-season from farm work.
However, there were some men who made their living from
shingle making. Asphalt shingles had not yet been born. In-
sulation was not yet invented, either. The color of the house
was whatever color the weather had determined, depending
on what kind of wood had been used for its construction. It
had never been painted. The bathroom? It was an outhouse,
maybe a hundred feet or more away from the back corner of
the house. The outdated Sears and Roebuck catalogs were
relegated to that little building to be recycled before being
discarded, one page at a time.

Recently, I read A Painted House by John Grisham. I had
also seen the movie several years ago. The references to the
house reminded me so much of the first two houses belong-
ing to our family. Daddy painted our second house when
painting finally worked its way to the top of his priority list.
In Grisham’s story, the narrator was a seven-year-old boy
who lived with his parents and grandparents as tenants on
a cotton farm in southern Alabama. During this particular
summer they had two transient families to help pick their
cotton—one family from Mexico and one from “the hills.”
Throughout the book there was serious contention between
the two transient families.

In the “hill family” was an older boy who was mean and
belittled the tenant boy because his house was unpainted.
The hill boy even bragged because his family’s house in the
hills was painted. Also in the hill family was a young boy
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who didn’t have the ability to pick cotton. He may have been
ten or twelve years old and was handicapped.

Each day when everyone else was picking cotton, this
young hill boy found something to do to while away his
time. His older sister started buying white paint for him, and
the hill boy began painting the tenant farmers’ house. He
started at the back of the house, where it wouldn’t be seen.
He worked very hard every day and cleaned up each after-
noon before the cotton pickers returned after their day in the
fields. It is my understanding that A4 Painted House is not
John Grisham’s usual legal thriller type of book. I found it
very enjoyable, maybe because I could relate to it somewhat.

& %k sk

At our house the old hand pump was a few feet from the
other corner of the kitchen. There were no building codes
to dictate where anything should be built or installed. Even
when I was very little, I learned to use that old hand pump to
pump water for Mama on washdays.

% ok sk

Daddy and Mama especially liked to visit their older cous-
ins, other relatives, and other older people who lived fairly
close to us. Occasionally, they would visit an elderly couple
at night. These couples all seemed to have loudly ticking and
bonging clocks. The clocks along with the pleasant droning
of the adults’ conversation put me to sleep immediately.

At a very young age, I also noticed that nearly all of the
people we visited had the same basic style of house that we
had. All of these houses were probably built during the latter
part of the 1800s. It has been many years since I have seen
a house of this style still in use—except for one. My Aunt
Amada inherited her home place and worked very hard to
maintain its authenticity. However, there is no one left now
to continue what she cherished so much.
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Most of the houses of that style have been left to die a
slow, agonizing death. I used to see one occasionally out
in a field somewhere with vines all over it, and trees had
grown up through the floor and roof and all around the old,
deserted, crumbling house. It’s sad to realize that each of
those houses was once full of laughter and happiness. And
maybe a small dose of sadness. Now, nearly all of these old
houses have been razed for new housing projects.

I have also not seen a chinaberry tree in many, many years,
but we had one in our front yard. It was not a large tree, be-
cause those trees didn’t grow very large or tall. The limbs
start close enough to the ground that a little girl can easily
climb them. I enjoyed climbing up into the lower limbs and
singing “Rock-a-bye, Baby” to myself, always wondering
about the cruelty of the line “And down will come baby, cra-
dle and all.” I have since learned that chinaberry trees are not
desirable yard décor. Their roots crawl out a long way from
the tree and sprout more little trees. They are very difficult
to eliminate, and no one wants to deal with them; maybe that
is the reason I have not seen one in such a long, long time.

That chinaberry tree is probably not still there, because
there had been what many people thought to be arson at the
vacant house in 1971, and the tree was most likely scorched
to death. The Hurricane Floyd flood of 1999 flooded every-
thing around there from the overflow of the Northeast Cape
Fear River, and that would have finished the tree if it were
even still standing. I feel certain Hurricane Fran had already
left its mark in 1996 also.

The beautiful old Georgian-style school, Burgaw High
School, which was still in use for our part of the county, was
also destroyed by fire the same night as our old home place
(both on my birthday), January19, 1971. That date is accord-
ing to a Wilmington Ten article on the Internet. It was sad for
hundreds of former graduates and current students because
we had spent so many happy times in that school and on the
playground. It has never been proved, but there was much
discussion that the fire was started at our old house to get
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the fire trucks out in the country so the firemen would be
unavailable to fight the fire that would start later that same
night at the high school. (Refer to end of book for picture of
school building.)

It was a fortunate family indeed that had a car; therefore,
students simply didn’t have access to a car to drive to school.
They either rode a school bus, or, if they lived close enough,
walked. I rode a school bus all twelve of my public school
years, and I well remember the bus having to go every day
around the statue of General Pender, for whom Pender
County was named. The general stood staunchly and grimly
in the middle of the intersection of Fremont and Wright
Streets in town. That is just one of the simple, little things
that stick in my mind. He now stands just as staunchly and
grimly on the grounds of the scenic County Courthouse, just
a few yards from his original assignment. He doesn’t seem
to mind, though; after all, he died during the early 1860s, a
fatality of Gettysburg during the Civil War. General Pender
was not a Pender County native, but he is now. He was an
Edgecombe County native before the Civil War. Maybe he
has now spent enough years in Pender County to be consid-
ered a native.

Since I had to spend at least forty-five minutes each
morning and each afternoon riding the bus to and from
school, I decided to turn that time into a plus for me. Some-
how I managed to tune out the chatter from the other school
children and spend my time reading—or studying for that
day’s test.

Times were hard for everyone during and right after the
Great Depression, especially us folk who lived out in the
country along the squiggly, deeply rutted dirt roads. Most
transportation was by mule and cart, unless there was some-
one well off enough to own a horse and buggy or a team of
horses and a buggy, or a surrey. About the only motorized
vehicles to go down our particular road were the mailman
and the school bus. When the weather was dry, the drivers
had to manipulate their vehicles through deep, squiggly ruts






