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     Until I was five years old, my Grandfather was the only man in my life, my only male role model. My father left my mother and me, when I was only a year old and well before my little brother was born. We all moved in with my grandparents and lived with them for the next five years until my mother married my stepfather.

     Jethro Nichols Banks was the youngest of 14 children; he weighed only 2 pounds at birth and was not expected to live. As an adult, he was a large man, six feet two inches tall and weighing over 300 pounds. He came from a single parent family, which only served to strengthen his convictions about the importance of family and helping one another. 
     Granddaddy would drive 45 miles one-way everyday to work, and was completely exhausted when he got home. Nevertheless, he always had time to play with me, or read to me. Sometimes he and I would just snooze in front of the television; this was one of his favorite pastimes. 
     He sang in the church choir, and sat in the front row, but never heard a sermon. He would sleep right through it. He would, however, know exactly when it was time to sing and would not miss his queue. His deep bass voice would boom out across the congregation and everyone in attendance would know that Granddaddy was awake. 

     As a baby, my brother had trouble sleeping. My mother would walk up and down the hall with him, sometimes until the wee hours of the morning. She would walk until she was so tired she could walk no more; then Granddaddy would take over. Within ten minutes, both he and my brother would be fast asleep in the chair.

     Granddaddy was a highly intelligent man, though he never went to college. He worked as a tool designer for an aerospace company. He was so good at his job that engineers would come to him for advice. He never treated them badly, or talked down to them. He was always very patient. He believed that no matter where you started, it’s where you end up that counts.

     When my brother and I got older, Granddaddy retired and moved to a farm. We would visit him and Grandmother in the summer. He always had a project for us. One year we built a garage. I learned very painfully, that it is important to always hit the nail on the head, literally. But I also learned to be careful and direct and not play games.

     When Granddaddy passed away, I was in the Army. My unit was scheduled to leave for Panama the next day. I could not get time off to attend the funeral. The only thing that kept me from going AWOL was the Chaplain, who asked me if my grandfather would have wanted me to get in trouble that way. I told him that my grandfather would be very disappointed if I threw my life away like that. He believed in following through with commitments, no matter what. Thinking about that, I realized I had to go to Panama with my unit. 
     I learned to be patient, fair, direct, and honest from my grandfather. Granddaddy taught me that a man's promise is nothing to take lightly, and that you must stand by your commitments. I learned many other things from Granddaddy that I just cannot put into words. I truly miss him.

     My wife believes that I am the man I am today because of his influence on me. I only hope that I have passed on some of these values to my sons.
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