“Grandpa’s Helmet”


“Darryl?”  The voice on the line belonged to Rex Bralley, my Mama’s only living sibling and I listened.  “Alvie Walk wants to see you, next time you are up here; wants to give you Daddy’s helmet, I believe….”


Uncle Rex had my attention, because Alvie Walk was his first cousin, and the military headgear being discussed I knew belonged to my Grandpa Bralley who was a soldier in World War I.  As I made the trek up the mountain from Horsepasture to Wythe County, my heart was beating a little faster than usual, and the pace was a little quicker as I stood on the gas.  Pretty soon, the three of us – Uncle Rex, Alvie and I – were spread out in Rex’s two-room cabin and the story telling began….


“Here it is.  Your Grandpa – my uncle – wore it in service and I want you to have it.”  With that short speech and simple presentation, Alvie Walk handed me the thin tin helmet, and although I tried to appear calm and reverent on the outside, I was beaming and about to burst on the inside!  Grandpa’s war bonnet!  What a treasure!


Rex spoke up next, and I noticed he was looking straight at me. “My Daddy and your Grand-Daddy – Grover Bralley  -- enlisted in the 42nd Infantry Division and went off to France in World War I.  The 42nd was called the “Rainbow Division,” and when Grover enlisted, he did so with his best friend by his side – Tom Monday.  The two were side by side in the fighting in Argonne Forest too, when they were gassed by the Germans.  Grover was captured, but Tom was wounded, so the Germans killed him and marched Daddy off to a prison camp on the French-German border named Rostatt.”


We talked some more that memorable afternoon, and I heard much of the hardships and experiences of several enlisted soldiers who never made any headlines, but who fought for our country just the same.  Eventually, the three of us rode the short distance to the nearby Williams Cemetery, across the road from Red Bluff Church, and we walked over to the grave of Grover Cleveland Bralley.


“There’s Daddy,” said Uncle Rex, motioning toward a marker, “…and Tom Monday’s buried over there,” and Rex motioned again.  My eyebrows wrinkled, and I questioned, “I thought you said Tom Monday was killed in the Meuse-Argonne in the War?”  


Rex replied, “He was, and after the war, they brought him here; shipped Tom Monday’s body home.  Daddy was a pallbearer at the funeral, but Tom’s mother was almost hysterical, saying ‘That’s not Tom!  Nobody can prove that’s my boy!’  But a man named George Blair was in the crowd, and he stepped forward and said ‘Somebody give me a hammer and I’ll open the coffin.’  Well, you weren’t supposed to open those caskets, because of disease and such, but they did and found nothing but bones inside – nothing but a skeleton.”  

“However, Mr. Blair noticed a set of dog tags down in the rib cage, and when he lifted them up, he read the name ‘Tom Monday.’ “Tom Monday’s mother calmed down almost immediately, satisfied at last, and she said, “Now I know he is home.”


Uncle Rex then pointed to another grave.  “And here lies your uncle and my oldest brother, Tom Bralley.   Daddy named Tom after his good friend, Tom Monday.  Tom served in the Navy in World War II, aboard the battleship U.S.S. Washington.  Tom died at age 22 at the Naval Hospital in Maryland, in 1945.  Not long after that, Tom Monday’s own son -- who was named Tom too, after his Daddy -- died also, and he’s buried over there” said Rex with a wave of the hand.  “Both Tom’s were buried in this same cemetery in their military uniforms, only three months apart.  Folks about said it was because they were both named after Tom Monday….”


Rex and Alvie walked back to the vehicles, and I followed, but not in their conversation, I soon stopped, turned, and stared back in silence at the lonely tombstones of the four fallen soldiers.  To anyone who might casually visit this place, I thought to myself, those four granite markers would look just like the dozens of other markers scattered around, but I knew different.  Truly, as Lincoln had noted at Gettysburg, I knew I was standing on “Hallowed Ground,” and I clutched the bag with Grandpa Bralley’s helmet inside a little tighter, and went home.  
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