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I am several months away from fifty, the far side of middle age, and a time when I am supposedly becoming wise with years. However, nothing makes you feel less wise than your five year old saying in three words what you just figured out.
When I was a poor white boy growing up in the south, before bussing, I went to a mostly black elementary school. We had overcrowded classrooms, old textbooks, leaky roofs and “soiled doves” for teachers. They were good teachers, I can vouch for that. They were teachers, who for one reason or another, were sent to the black schools to teach because they weren’t “our kind of people”.
While watching my daughter Elizabeth at her easel once, I thought of the people who nurtured my artistic nature. The very first person who passed on a love of creating images was an art teacher at that black elementary school. I remember only two things about him, his red hair and the way he created masterpieces with chalk. He truly loved art. He didn’t have to tell you, it just exploded in everything he did. He gave us art in a way I had never seen. He didn’t have to follow the curriculum of the white schools. Lesson plans written by people who didn’t have to face thirty-five unruly seven year olds. His lesson plan was a love of art that burst forth on our chalkboard. He showed us a world of possibilities with the humble stick of chalk. Twice a week we sat in awed silence as this man encouraged us to find our own unique voice, our own medium and our own way of expressing ourselves by making pictures.
A couple of decades latter I heard he was a homosexual. I don’t know if he was and I don’t care. It would explain why he was teaching in our school. I don’t know what happened to him, but I hope he was never accepted at the main stream schools. To be forced into a curriculum by unions and school boards, writing lesson plans approved by administrators, what a loss. I don’t know if he could have survived. I do know the children would have lost out.
Today he would be teaching in a main stream school. His true gift being suppressed and constrained and hidden, following a curriculum sent down from suits who know what’s good for children. His lesson plans approved by another set of suits who know what’s good for children, all while students pass through a classroom with the best accommodations, memorizing artists and their style, births and deaths. That’s not art.
I hope he went to another broken down school with no funds for art supplies. I hope he finished his career using someone else’s overcrowded classroom, inspiring another generation of seven year olds to become artist with their own voice and their own medium.
What were those three words from my daughter? “That’s not right.”
Elizabeth, that’s not right. When people far removed from your everyday life start making decisions about what you should be doing because they know best what’s good for you. That’s not right.
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Joe Combs served in the United States Navy from Jan 25, 1980 to Nov 8, 1988 serving aboard the USS City of Corpus Christ SSN 705 and the USS John Marshall SSN 611. Joe also spent considerable time at sea on the USS Dallas, USS Philadelphia and the USS Boston. Joe has many interests, art and writing among them he is also a certified scuba diver. Having worked in many different jobs from field hand to engineering he now works for a major automobile manufacture near Columbus, Ohio where he lives with his wife and daughter.
Elizabeth Combs attends kindergarten and dance classes. She lives with her parents in Columbus, Ohio.
How To Connect With Me.
Follow Joe Combs on Facebook
The art of Joe
Joe’s other books are available in print at Amazon.com
&
Joe’s other books are also available in print at LULU
As always all of my books are available for download in all e-formats at
Smashwords.com and your favorite online retailer
###