Troublesome Times

N

By Velva Fields

estled in the Rogue River Valley was a
housing project once known as the Navy
Housing Project, which was built during
the war for the servicemen.
In the 1940s during World War II, the Navy
was active in southern Oregon and in other parts
of the state. The fear of war engulfed our young
minds as a rumor ﬂoated
throughout the state about a
family on a picnic that had
been killed by a Japanese
balloon bomb. In those days,
their submarines and ships
prowled the international
waters about 10 miles off
the Oregon coastline. Sirens
often blared and total blackouts were common on the
coastline. At one point, a
submarine ﬁred on the Port of
Portland, near the mouth of
the Columbia River. Luckily
no one was hurt.
Our president, Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, had served
three full terms in ofﬁce and
was elected for the fourth
term. He had been ill most of
the time and was in a wheelchair. But his illness
was hidden from the public, and the only news we
received was by radio or newspaper.
Then, on April 12, 1945, the ﬂags ﬂew at halfmast because President Roosevelt had died. The
country was shocked by the news. It was especially troubling to us children; he had served 12
years in ofﬁce, and most of us weren’t much older
than that. The fear of war still lingered as Vice
President Harry S. Truman was sworn in as the
new president.
We lived in Medford, a three-hour drive from
the beaches. Our family was one of those that
lived in the housing project. Wood-frame apartments sat in a row, with ﬁve apartments in each
unit. Outside each apartment stood a coal bin large

enough to build our forts in during the summer
months when it was empty. This was our secret
hiding place from the enemy.
A brick two-story schoolhouse sat across the
street, and it provided lots of play area. Large
mounds of Douglas ﬁr logs were stockpiled at
the west end of the playground. On weekends,

we spent hours on the playground. Sometimes we
were over there before breakfast.
Parents and school personnel worked together
to help shield our young minds from wartime fears.
Several ﬁeld trips were planned as diversions.
My ﬁfth-grade class met early one Friday
morning and everyone brought a sack lunch.
We began our hike to the Jacksonville Museum
in a small town ﬁve miles west of Medford.
Jacksonville was the original county seat when
Oregon became a state in 1859, and the museum
had been the county courthouse.
Jacksonville became a resort area, maintaining
its old storefronts and specialty shops with quilts
and novelties. It became an old pioneer and mining town.
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Wild iris, yellow poppies and Johnny-jumpups laced the two-lane highway as we walked
single-ﬁle with our chaperones. The warmth of the
spring sun made our throats dry. The suggestion to
bring something to drink along the way had been
a good idea.
Our hearts leaped with fear when an airplane
ﬂew over our heads. Many of us were still ﬁlled
with fear from World War II.
But the plane turned out to be a crop duster,
and we watched as it dropped its spray of chemicals on the pear orchards.
Lodged between old oak trees sat the museum.
It was a large, two-story, brick building with thick
green moss and ivy covering the bricks. We ate
our lunch on the front steps while we waited for
the doors to open for the afternoon hours.
Inside the museum hung old pictures, tapestries,
Indian artifacts, guns, old mining equipment, pump
organs, spinning wheels and tin cups and dishes.
The building was ﬁlled with things from the 1800s.
At the far end of the building was a dimly lit
room that contained many different rocks. Some
were fossils; others were different minerals and
gold nuggets. A black light hung over the rocks to
show off their natural beauty and colors.

Tired and worn out from the hike and the
excitement of the afternoon, we were all glad to
see our parents outside with their cars to give us a
ride back home.
The school and the families also planned trips
to Crater Lake and the Oregon caves to try and alleviate our fears from the past war. We spent most of
the summer months at Touvelle State Park, located
on the Rogue River only 20 minutes away.
The river was too cold for swimming, but
ﬁshermen waded out into it in their hip boots with
a ﬂy rod to catch fresh trout. They made sure to
stay out of the rough current, though, because it
could sweep them down the river.
With such outings and diversions to distract
us, the fear that had gripped our lives soon dissipated, thanks to the help of others who were able
to learn and grow from it.
Today the housing project has been replaced
by a swimming pool. The logging industry has
declined, but the town has ﬂourished with new
businesses. The natural beauty of the Rogue River
Valley, surrounded by mountain ranges ﬁlled
with Douglas ﬁrs and western hemlock trees, still
exists. ❖
❖❖❖
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