
The Guy in the Tie 

Part 3:  Herbert & LaVelle (Red Skelton and Barbara Stanwyck) 

Having disclosed my humble origins as well as the 
nobility of my ancestry, I proceed now to those 2 
persons, yea fletchers (an ancient term for a maker of 
arrows), who notched and fitted this arrow – my 
parents. 

My father, Herbert Nelson, dropped out of school in 
Eola, Texas in the 6th grade at the age of 12 in order to 
work full time and help support the family of seven.  
The Nelsons moved to Waco because a job opened on 
a dairy farm in Bosqueville just outside of Waco.  He 
met my mother at a Piggly Wiggly as mentioned 
previously; she just 18 graduating Waco High, he being 
28 – scandalous!  They honeymooned in Marlin 
because that was as far as their gas coupons would 
allow in the war year of 1942. 

LaVelle Perry, firstborn daughter of a floor finisher and 
his wife who treated their white haired, blue-eyed 
daughter (“Gold and lovely hair is hers” – epigram 

under her senior picture in the Waco High annual, 1942) as tho she were Shirley Temple.  She was all 
feminine.  He was dairy farmer. No two more incongruent people ever married.  They were a fascinating 
study.  My brothers and I all have two dominate qualities – we all are outgoing, talkative and gab-gifted 
who like to laugh – Herbert.  We are also all driven, unrelenting, quick to take offense and slow to 
forgive – remembering slights and vindictive; proud and stubborn – thank you LaVelle. 

“Herb” was always the man picked to be the M.C. at any event – Cub Scouts’ Jamborees, Pinewood 
Derby events, Little League auctions, grade school Halloween Festivals.  He loved to wear any hat at 
hand, off-center on his big, curly haired head.  If you ever saw John Riggins for the Washington Redskins 
they were look-a-likes.  He was 6’1” about 240 with skinny legs and a barrel chest, wavy black hair 
combed straight back…life of any party. 

But privately there was a melancholy to him.  He grew up afraid.  He grew up in want and lonely when 
his mother was snatched by an unknown affliction when he was but 15.  He saw Depression and war 
arise.  He missed an education and any possibility to escape the life forced on him.  All he had was his 
personality and a work ethic and a primal fear of life and hunger.  He got on with the Civil Service and 
worked at James Connally AFB in Waco as a GS something or other.  He and momma bought a maybe 
thousand square foot frame house in Waco that we lived in everyday of our growing years.  We never 
moved.  We sold the house only in the face of its last survivor’s immanent death. 



But our mother and father discovered something in the 60’s that changed everything – college 
scholarships.  Education was the ticket up; Education took money.  We had none.  But we all had a 
talent.  Herb and LaVelle made it their mission to exploit that talent and get us all to college.  We all got 
there.  We all got scholarships and degrees.  I got two to make up for Bobby who quit to get rich, which 
he did.  My parents had no friends, except a couple as old as their parents, Mr. & Mrs. Otto Braun.  
Except for one brief stopover from a co-worker, no one outside family ever entered our house.  Only 
mamma had a hobby, gardening.  They never had a date.  They never read other than the paper.  We 
had two vacations:  to go to Galveston – cut short by Bobby’s being backed over by a fellow in his 
Hudson, and going to Carlsbad Cavern to see the bats fly.  Upon seeing we returned.  Once we went to a 
drive-in to see The Ten Commandments.  I can never remember eating out or in a drive through.  I truly 
can never remember seeing them touch, kiss or say “I love you”.  They must’ve, but it, like them, was 
private. I found out later that the reason we diligently were sent alone to Sunday school is that in that 
hour, unbridled passion occurred in the vacated house.  All four of us were conceived between 9:30 and 
10:30 on Sunday mornings! 

They had one master passion – 4 sons and their futures.  Our good consumed them; our safety, our 
character, our success, our direction.  Mother was the unchallenged Commandant.  Daddy provided 
humor, money and upkeep whereby The Wenz Avenue Preparatory Academy could be made to 
continue. 

In this respect there were never better parents. 

I had three divinely ordained institutes in my life to shape me:  athletics, Dallas Seminary and LaVelle 
Nelson.  She was Rose Kennedy.  She was the exact opposite of Herbert.  She was quiet, secretive, 
controlled, witty but not demonstrative, genteel, meticulously clean, proud, stubborn, unflinchingly 
honest and moral, stoic, protective and yet unspoiling.  Had she been a man, she would have been 
Douglas MacArthur. (The former camp whereupon our house was built, mind you was Camp MacArthur.  
We all felt MacArthur’s spirit had been reincarnated in her.  He indeed had returned.) She demanded of 
us and would not receive less.  She bullied us to achieve what we were.  She had maxims that were as 
immutable as the Tablets of Sinai written by the finger of LaVelle.   

First…you lived with honor for the integrity of your name.  Sin was worse than just sin.  It was “trash” 
(her favorite invective).  A sinful man was worse than a sinner.  He was garbage.  An evil woman was a 
“gutter snipe”, far worse than a tramp. (“Gutter snipe” officially being a cigarette butt cast to the curb.)  
We felt no peer pressure from the sinful world any more than a doctor is drawn to pus. She instilled 
great pride in us. 

Second…you did not steal and you never lied nor did you tolerate or fraternize with the human debris 
who did.  (See the above.) 

Thirdly…you never quit.  Not starting was OK.  Quitting was inexcusable.  “Quit once you’ll quit again 
and…”  At this point she lifted up the specific names and families of the above #1.  I quit once:  seventh 
grade basketball.  When I came home from school tho, I could not eat until I had run – first around our 
block (half a mile) and then incrementally 4 laps around – all weathers – then I could eat.  If not, I 
was…see above again.  I’ve never quit anything since. 



Fourthly…you did not drink.  She told us dark, morbid tales of Uncle Robert (firstborn of the Perry’s) who 
had a great career as a printer (conscripted in the Navy to print the maps of invasions) and yet learned 
to drink and ruined himself.  And he did.  The tale was told over and over.  Demon rum was unseen at 
3116 Wenz Avenue. 

Fifthly… the chief sin of life was unfulfilled potential.  To have the chance to be somebody and fritter it 
away invoked the much-used invective “horsewhipped”.  Failure from sloth was not a Nelson possibility.  

Sixthly…you put your name on whatever you did from making the bed to mowing the yard.  Your name 
was all you had so you did your best.  In sports you gave all-out effort.  When I was 15 in spring training 
before my sophomore year, I played so poorly that a guy who had never played quarterback was playing 
ahead of me.  It was the low point of my 15 years.  Before the spring game, I sniveled out, “pray for me!”  
She said, “No, I won’t pray for you! Why should God help you when you won’t use the ability God 
already gave you?!  You should be ashamed!”  I thought, “Nasty old woman!!”  I went out and scored 48 
points and never sat a bench for the rest of high school. 

Seventh was real simple…”Disobey and I’ll light up both cheeks with a belt”.  Mamma was the 
disciplinarian.  Daddy when irritated enough would get you in the bathroom where you couldn’t 
maneuver and give you a sound flogging but mamma saw sin as a demon and she the exorcist and she 
would beat Hell out of you.  There was nothing token in her beatings.  You ran counter-clockwise as she 
held you with a left hand and with the right worked you.  She never “beat you within an inch of your 
life” but you could see the end of your life at a distance! 

Eighthly…family is all.  We all had different talents.  Bobby – trombone and business.  He was the only 
one of the four under 6 feet.  I was football and baseball.  Billy was music.  Jimmy was baseball and 
football.  But all of us were encouraged, honored and rejoiced in.  Any event – choir, operettas or games 
– we all were there and boasted of each other.  We stood as brothers and family.  When I would go play 
pick-up (ie. sand lot) baseball with older guys, Bobby would say “we got my brother”.  My younger 
brother was Billy who had petite mal “spells” and the medication would make him sometimes a little 
disoriented.  He also had a stutter.  Worst of all, he was a musician (certain death on Wenz Ave.), but 
still a natural athlete, but he was an easy mark to pick on.  Mamma had a rule for me – “anyone hurts 
Billy you beat them till an adult stops you”.  Billy had to look out for Jimmy.  One time Joe Nichols, our 
Scrooge-like neighbor, picked up Jimmy’s baseball that went over the fence and wouldn’t give it back.  It 
lay pleading in his back yard.  Daddy vaulted the fence in one stride and Joe Nichols came roaring into 
the yard – “Get outta’ here!” said Joe. Said daddy, “I’m gunna get my boy’s baseball!”  Joe, a concrete 
man, threw a right and clipped daddy on the noggin.  Daddy (and this is still recounted generation to 
generation around campfires and illuminated faces) he fetched him a blow upside his head and cudgeled 
Joe with an open right hand to the teeth, cheek, ear and gums sending his glasses akimbo lifting him 
from the earth and leaving him twitching on his hindmost parts.  

Once Daddy and Bob were watching me pitch a little league game (Herb never missed). Daddy got on 
the umpire who then turned and told Dad he was gonna toss him off the grounds.  The next day Bobby 
and a friend went to the convenience store where the umpire worked and the ump locked himself in the 
freezer till Bob left.  Bob was little but tough.  Getting run over by a Hudson will do that to you.  



The hardest task of all time came to Nellie, Bobby’s high school love, who was the initial invasion of our 
sanctity.  She was the perfect invader.  She would hit the door on Saturday morning from 1965 till ’74 
(when Teresa came in the second wave) – and we all, laying about like glutted lions on the savannah in 
our skivvies, our Fruit of the Looms, our high and tights – would flush like quail!  

To the end we all took care of mamma and each brother who hit a low spot, each niece or nephew in 
need.  And me, Bill, and Jim competed as to whose blood would go to Bobby when he had the disease 
that took his life. Jim won. 

This was the woman who shaped us…daddy made us laugh…he left us a model – dogged, unflinching 
duty.  He gloried in us doing what life kept him from. He loved baseball but never got to play.  He just 
worked and survived.  He told me one time he thought he could’ve written children’s stories.  I prayed 
with him to receive Christ just weeks before his death in ’81.  He loved to go to Flynn’s Barber Shop on 
Herring Avenue and recount our triumphs to Homa, Bill, Billy Jean, and Earl – the white frocked barbers. 
But mamma shaped us like a kung-fu master who builds into your every thought and action. She rarely 
complimented.  But her eyes glowed with approval and her smile danced in delight. 

Her testimony was LaVelle-like and unglamorous.  She trusted Christ when young because that was her 
duty.  So she did it.  She is the silent shadow that walks with me today. 

I still hear her voice. 

I still feel her eyes. 

These were my parents.   

 

 


