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 Three weeks ago, the Ralph Chase fellowship in San 

Angelo hired Shelby Foote to give two lectures.  Mr. Foote, 

you recall, stole the show with the televised Civil War 

documentary a few years back.  He also spent 20 years 

writing a three-volume history of the war, becoming the 

leading chronicler of our biggest conflict. 

 The fellowship brings a broad variety of distinguished 

people to San Angelo, ranging from last year’s selection of 

Lady Margaret Thatcher to a poet laureate, Richard Wilbur.  

Events are staged on the University’s campus.  Several of my 

friends work on the programs; however, as the date draws 

nearer, distinction between community followers and 

community leaders puts such hombres as myself on the far 

sidelines. 

 For instance, at the Thatcher lecture, I sat so far 

away I felt like I was back in London peering through the 

iron fence for the prime minister at Number 10 Downing 

Street.  That wasn’t going to happen again.  This time I 

parked on the university lot one hour ahead of schedule.  I 

made a straight line for the back entrance of the cafeteria 

to ascend up an obscure service elevator to the main 

ballroom. 

 College kids stepped out of the way; a slight tailwind 

cut my travel time.  But just as I hit the back entrance, an 

old granny of a white-haired 90 pound lady blocked the way, 



struggling against a heavy door.  It was too late to ignore 

her and too public a place to throw open the door so she’d 

pitch on into the cafeteria.  Stuck like I was, I took 

charge and directed her to the service elevator. 

 The lights had been shut off in the foyer.  Once I 

found the switch, this Grandma Moses of a free rider stalled 

in the middle of the elevator door and asked if I knew 

Shelby Foote well enough to arrange an audience to hear her 

family’s Civil War stories.  Too surprised to think, I told 

her I was from Mertzon, and barely knew the way to the 

college, much less know such an august Mississippian as 

Shelby Foote. 

 On the last turn into the straight-away, a lady I know 

real well joined us.  Adding a lady’s touch improved 

progress.  Finding three seats worked better than I thought 

it would.  But the minute granny sat down and stowed her bag 

under the seat, she opened a non-stop monologue of her great 

grandfather being in Austin on the fateful day General Sam 

Houston refused to support secession.  General Sam Houston 

remains a venerable Texas hero; but within chair lengths, 

there were probably 44,000 pages of single spaced 

manuscripts hidden under coats and in purses, hoping for the 

chance to slip them to Mr. Foote. 

 We did receive a short burst of attention.  One of the 

committeemen came by looking for pipe tobacco to fill the 

big fogger Mr. Foote smokes before a performance.  I told 

him, “No, but this gray-headed lady might have a slug of gin 



or a bit of snuff on her to head off Mr. Foote’s stage 

nerves.” 

 Old granny cackled.  Ladies of advanced age love to be 

accused of wickedness.  However, Mother Goose and all the 

spinners of the world’s fairy tales have never been able to 

top the myth of little ol’ ladies being sweet and gentle.  

The very young and tender hold images of aged biddies 

sitting in a rocker, holding a packet of love letters in one 

hand and clutching a photograph of a long ago lover against 

their hearts.  But experience teaches how fast those sisters 

can toss a bundle of letters in the fireplace, hasten the 

blaze with inflammable film and sit back and enjoy the fuel 

from the pen of a broken-hearted male. 

 On this occasion, Mr. Foote read from the closing 

chapter, or perhaps the epilogue of the Appomattox To Red 

River volume.  Bodies stilled; eyes stared toward the 

lectern.  Folks coughing away the winter influenza muffled 

their mouths as if too embarrassed to make a sound.  The 

rich tone of his Southern accent hypnotized the crowd.  

Yankees and Rebs alike fell under his spell. 

 I leaned as far forward as the steel chair permitted.  

Sights of blooming magnolia trees and white-columned 

plantation houses and chivalrous gentle people flashed to 

mind. The smoke of battlefields drifted away and his 

descriptions of the defeated warriors straggling home to a 

burned and destroyed land chilled our beings. 



 At closing, everyone standing around us seemed to be 

twice as tall and twice as large as this mother of time I 

was destined to escort.  The chairman had prearranged to 

sneak her backstage to meet Mr. Foote.  She disappeared for 

a second, then I saw her talking to the historian in a 

maneuver of line-crashing that must go way back to her 

pioneer grandfather ... 


