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1953-1957 

“That’s the ugliest baby I’ve ever seen.”  Reportedly, that is 

what one on my relatives proclaimed when she first saw me.  I saw her 

face, movements and expressions and processed them as babies 

apparently do.  Other people would also come by, stare, and sometimes 

make interesting sounds.    It did not take long for me to develop 

expectation or attachment to those who visited my crib.  I rejoiced 

whenever one incredibly special person picked me up, caressed me 

gently, satisfied my hunger with warm milk and removed uncomfortable 

wetness and stench.  Another special person visited the crib often and 

made gestures which I learned to imitate.  I learned that they were my 

mama, and my brother Will.  They talked with me and took care of my 

needs as I learned to be more independent. They called me Bob and I 

learned to respond to that name. 

Growing up, I had many opportunities to observe things, 

people, places, and events.  There were also opportunities to speak but I 

mostly kept silent because I was born with a condition called “tongue-

tie.”  It was easier to just remain silent instead of constantly responding 

to the question “what did you say?”.  Mama was my primary interpreter 

and protector.  Between the ages of four and six, she and I spent most 

days together while my four older siblings attended school.  Although 

my family called me Bob, I learned that my official name is Bobbie 

Shields with no middle name. Many people conclude that since I am a 
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male, my name should be spelled “Bobby” or that my name is Robert.  

Later in life, those who saw the spelling of my name without having met 

me often addressed me as Ms. Bobbie Shields.  I get invited to many 

women’s events. 

I was born on a Tuesday at 9:45 a.m. in a small town in eastern 

North Carolina called Hobgood.  That town was my world and it served 

as the foundation for my world view.  Later in life I learned that others 

might see, hear, or experience similar things and interpret them much 

differently than I.  For example, there was a saying in Hobgood that one 

should “fish or cut bait.”  My grandma taught me how to fish and I 

observed that she used many kinds of bait.  Her favorites were 

earthworms, corn meal balls, minnows, and chunks of raw fish meat.  

Sometimes she would pause during her fishing and use her pocketknife 

to cut and shape the bait.  We would fish all day in the Roanoke River, 

White’s Mill Pond, Fishing Creek, Swift Creek, or the Tar River.  I was 

expected to “do something productive – like preparing bait” without 

being loud or rowdy, and my options were to fish or cut bait.  One day, 

many years later while waiting with a colleague for a photographer to 

take our picture for a shared environmental service award I said, “I wish 

that photographer would fish or cut bait”.  My colleague asked me “What 

do you mean by that?”  When I told her, “Take our picture or at least 

give some indication that he is getting ready to”, she chuckled and said 

her interpretation of that saying is completely different.  The options to 
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her were to fish or cut the bait from the line and go home.  In retrospect, 

I liked her interpretation better, but it never crossed my mind that I, being 

a young boy, had the option to cut bait from mine or my grandma’s 

fishing line and go home without my grandmama’s approval.  There 

would be many times in my life when I should have stopped doing 

something rather than conveniently pretending to have no other choice 

or authority. 

There are many other sayings that I either outgrew or 

reinterpreted.  Some folks in Hobgood believed that if you pointed at a 

cemetery your finger would rot off.  Once I recognized that that would 

not happen, I reinterpreted it to mean that you should respect the final 

resting place of the dead.  I still try not to point at cemeteries but not out 

of fear of losing a finger.  We were told that if your right eye twitches, 

you will have good luck but if your left eye twitches, you will have bad 

luck.  After wrestling with wanting the good luck but not the bad, I 

decided to reject belief in either part of that saying.  The cruelest and 

scariest saying was that if your arm or leg becomes immobile or cramped 

while you are sleeping, a witch is riding your back.  It took many years 

of suffering through dark nights before I learned that lying a certain way 

could result in poor blood circulation or temporary paralysis.  It did not 

help that my daddy had a habit of jumping out of bed, half awake, and 

running through the house at night screaming whenever he had a night 

cramp.  My siblings and I dared not ask why he did that - mostly out of 
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fear of what the answer might be.  I coined a word “flighten” to 

summarize the supernatural experience of flying and being afraid. Those 

were just some of the superstitions to overcome; but there were also 

disturbing realities. 

A few years before I was born, the United States dropped 

atomic bombs on two Japanese cities.  World War II subsequently ended 

but the Cold War between the United States and Russia began.  Low 

flying airplanes often flew over our house in Hobgood.  We did not know 

exactly why or who flew them.  Were they flown by Russians or some 

other enemy?  There was much talk about the need to build fallout 

shelters and to prepare for a nuclear attack.  We had emergency drills in 

elementary school and television news reporters talked about a Cuba 

missile crisis.  My young mind could analyze available information and 

reasonably concluded that even if I hid under a desk for protection from 

a nuclear bomb blast, the resulting radioactive fallout would eventually 

kill me.  With all the airplanes and emergency preparation, surely 

Hobgood was a prime target.  My mama’s brother, Len, died in 1961 at 

the age of 26, purportedly from walking pneumonia.  His death was the 

first one I remember, and the timing did not help my fears. 

My fears mostly came at night.  We did not have streetlights 

when I was growing up in Hobgood.  The nights were dark and the 

crickets, frogs and occasional howling dogs were the only things to 

suggest life beyond the thin uninsulated walls.  Sometimes my 
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imagination would get the better of me and I would spread my fear to my 

sisters and brothers.  One night it took a while for us to calm down after 

I frantically announced that something was staring at me from a mirror 

located in a dark corner of the house.  Illusionary witches along with 

nuclear bombs, a screaming daddy, Uncle Len’s death and other things 

lurking in the night were enough to guarantee doom.  This nightly 

contingency prayer prepared me: 

Now I lay me down to sleep, 

I pray the Lord my soul to keep, 

If I should die before I wake, 

I pray the Lord my soul to take.  

Amen. 

 

Hobgood - 1957 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


