
Sometimes we need to stand in a pair of oversize shoes 

and tug on our highwaters 
By Mike Allen, columnist, Hardin County Independent 

 
Somebody once said:  “Certain things 

among the shadows of a man’s life do not 

have to be remembered – they remember 

themselves.” 

    Georgie Hartman was an outcast.  He 

was an obese fourth-grader with greasy 

hair and dirty fingernails.  He had already 

failed two grades and according to my 

grandmother, he got his clothes from the 

Salvation Army.  Georgie’s mother had 

never been married.  She’d raised him in 

a little two-room shack just beyond the 

old shoe factory.  Her education was slim, 

so she took in washing and got a check 

every month from Aid to Dependent 

Children. 

    Sometimes during recess, the boys in 

our class would play freeze-tag or red 

rover.  Once in a blue moon, we’d even 

ask the girls to join us, but never Georgie.  

He was the butt of our jokes.  Like I said, 

Georgie was an outcast. 

    He stood alone, watching from a 

distance, shuffling his oversized shoes 

and tugging on his highwaters, pretending 

not to care.  He was the fat kid who sat in 

the back of the room.  The one who could 

barely read and got so nervous when the 

teacher called his name, he’d sometimes 

wet his pants.  In all the years I’d been in 

school with Georgie, I bet he hadn’t 

uttered more than two words to anybody. 

    Each spring our school would take a 

field trip to a place called Serpent 

Mound.  We’d carry sack lunches and 

visit this park where archaeologists long 

ago discovered an ancient Indian burial 

ground formed in the shape of a mounded 

serpent – a serpent whose length is 1,330 

feet long. 

    Of course, the only way you can 

properly appreciate this serpent, is to 

scale a high, winding tower that sits at the 

base of the serpent’s mouth.  Every year 

children in fourth-grade or higher were 

expected to climb this tower.  That way 

they could become appreciators and go 

back home telling of the wonderful thing 

they saw. 

    For that reason, I had dreaded this field 

trip all year long.  I hated heights.  I even 

got dizzy in the top of tobacco barns.  

The closer we came to the tower, the 

tighter my chest became.  Already, 

students were being escorted to the top of 

the winding tower by their teachers.  As 

they trudged upward toward the sky, they 

looked smaller and smaller.  Any minute 

I expected them to disappear behind a 

bank of clouds.  My palms began to sweat 

and my pulse pounded against my 

temples.  I could almost feel the serpent’s 

venom shooting through my body.  My 

knees weakened and my legs felt like 

jelly. 

    Finally, at the base of the steps, I 

balked.  I could absolutely go no farther.  

My hand tightened against the rail and I 

froze.  My breathing grew short and 

choppy, and someone near the back of the 

line shouted, “Hey!  What’s the holdup?” 

    My teacher, Mrs. Cox, urged me to go 

on, but I couldn’t.  I just stood there, 

trembling. 

    “What’s wrong, Allen?”  Kids were 

passing me.  “You gone chicken?”  I 

didn’t answer.  Instead, I stared at the 

ground.  Finally, Mrs. Cox asked me to 

go stand by a tree until the class returned.  

“Look at the big baby!”  Another kid 

shouted, from the tower.  There were 

pointing at me and giggling, even the 

girls.  I stood there, shuffling my feet and 

pretending not to hear.  I was a coward, 

an outcast. 

    It was then I heard a voice behind me.  

“Don’t pay any attention to them,” it said 

softly.  “Nothing wrong with liking solid 

ground.” 

    I turned and there beside me stood 

Georgie Hartman.  He laid his puffy hand 

on my shoulder and smiled.  “Some 

people just don’t like heights, that’s all.” 

    “I…I suppose you’re right,” I 

stammered.  “Are you scared of the tower 

too?” 

    Georgie smiled.  “Not really.  I even 

went up it last year.”  He took his hand 

from my shoulder.  “I just figured you 

might need some help.  You do look kind 

of green, you know?” 

    “Thanks,” I whispered. 

    “You been to the gift shop yet?” he 

asked, taking out a sack from his pocket. 

    “Not yet,” I answered. 

    He pulled a tiny pen knife from the 

sack.  Across the knife in bold silver 

letters were emblazoned the words:  

“Serpent Mound.”  Georgie’s grin spread 

from ear to ear.  “Saved my lunch money 

for this thing.  Didn’t have enough last 

year, but this year, she’s the first one 

sold.” 

    “Looks really nice,” I told him.  He 

opened the tiny blade and ran his finger 

down it.  “Sharp as a tack.  Better close 

her up before I cut myself. 

    I smiled.  The class was descending the 

tower now, and their giggling and catcalls 

became louder and louder.  Georgie 

touched my shoulder again.  “They don’t 

mean nothing by it,” he whispered.  

“Most folks wouldn’t do it, if they 

knowed it hurt your feelings.  At least 

that’s what my mama says.” 

    I nodded, and wondered how many 

times over, Georgie’s mama had to tell 

him that.  Unthinking and unfeeling, we’d 

been cruel.  And, yet, he’d done nothing 

to us.  For the first time in my life, I knew 

how he felt.  I’d had my chance to stand 

in his oversize shoes and hitch up my 

highwaters. 

    The only difference is us was that I 

didn’t have to stand alone at that tower, 

and from that day on, I made sure 

Georgie would never stand alone on the 

playground, either. 


