


Preventorium: Arrival
I read an article recently that each time we access a memory, we alter it. We change it just a bit by remembering it and then storing it again for later recall. What if we don’t call up those memories? Do they just go away? What about all those memories that come unbidden in the night just as one is about to fall asleep? They lie in wait, those unwanted memories and leap with ever more startlingly clarity into the mind. 	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: What do you mean by this? I feel this par gets the point across without this one.
What I remember is the dazzling sun, the kind of brightness that made me squint when looking up all those bright, white stairs leading to the Preventorium. It loomed large in my presence but not threateningly so. Rather, it was an interesting looking building, formal and somewhat regal, perhaps even churchlike.  In the late 50’s and early 60’s, no one felt the need to explain things to children factually. I was told I was going to camp but I could tell by my mother’s face that it was not really a camp. Still, I did not feel fear or anxiety. I had already retreated into a passive objectivity and watched everything around me with detachment. After all, I had already by the age of 4 experienced the sudden death of my father  due to hospital mishap, the steady deterioration of my mother’s nerves due to grief and the sudden responsibility for two small children, aged 6, my brother, and 4, me.  And I experienced much more of my own illness, the outright refusal to eat anything, asthma; pneumonia with many hospital stays in St. Dominic’s where Sister Mary Roberts tended to me. But that’s another story. This one begins with that bright blindingly sunny day when I was 6 years old, weighing 29 lbs and predicted to die if I did not become healthier. My pediatrician held my mother’s hand to sign the form to admit me to the Preventorium.  When Miss Effie Clark, administrator for the Preventorium, asked me if I would like to visit them for a while, I said I’d stay a week and see how it went. I stayed nearly a year and a half. 	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: What do you mean by factually? Does factually clarify beyond explaining things to children?
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Growing up, I rarely told anyone about my time in the Preventorium. Most adults were embarrassed to hear and anyone my age either didn’t believe such a place existed or thought something was really wrong with me and wanted nothing more to do with me. Once, in talking with a  boy while at college, after he had just asked me for a date, I mentioned the Preventorium. Why it came out at that point, I have no idea but I mentioned it and he, of course, wanted to know more. As I described it, he slowly shook his head and kept asking in disbelief,  “No place like that really existed, did it??”. He rescinded the date request. I learned not to mention it often and it was not until I almost in my thirties as an adult and came across the photos my mother had of me there that I began to think about it, remember it and want to remember more.  After all, It was where I learned to be alone and social at the same time. 	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: What do you mean?
The Preventoria movement actually began in the early 20th century for immigrant and low income families who were believed to be unable to adequately care for their needy or sickly children. Over time, Preventoria were used for children from all socioeconomic sectors. Any child deemed to be “at risk” for tuberculosis or suffering from other illness such as asthma, extreme weight loss, pneumonia or the like might be prescribed a short amount of time at a Preventorium.  Long after the American Lung Association (formerly the American Tuberculosis Association) disavowed Preventoria, they were active. The system had become too easy and children were sent to the one in Magee Mississippi until the mid sixties.! * I was considered extremely at risk having severe asthma, having had pneumonia numerous times in two years and also being extremely underweight. It’s so easy now to see I was suffering from the loss of a parent but in the late 50’s no one considered psychological reasons for children’s ailments—at least not where I lived.	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: Was this a national movement?	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: I wouldn’t exclaim here—as who are you talking to?	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: And where was that?
I have pictures of the Preventorium of course and I have the ones my mother took of me but my own memory is of a not unfriendly building with huge white marble columns and stairs—imposing like a 
church.  In fact, to me it looked exactly like our church with the columns and a small arched window at the top. I expected it to be like church, hushed, quiet and solemn. The aerial views of the Preventorium show a classic architectural style building that is symmetrical with a triangular pediment, six columns that span the height of the building. The sleeping wings were located on either side of the building, one for girls and one for boys. Just behind the imposing front hall, sitting room and sleeping wings was the round room with dark polished floors and chairs circling the room for children to sit. Beyond that was the dining hall which, in my memory, was always set with tablecloth and flowers, as odd as that may seem. 
After I climbed those dazzling white steps that first afternoon, I entered a very formal but pretty sitting room at the entrance. While Miss Clark and my mother talked and completed forms, I wandered about the room looking at the lamps, the fabric and the small things on tables. I don’t remember my mother actually leaving but I remember being led to a room to take off my clothes and putting on the uniform of the Preventorium, big white fluffy bloomers. And that was it. No shoes, no shirt. Just white bloomers like a cloud around my waist. Oddly freeing but oddly feeling with nothing on but those bloomers.  It was May, 1959 and already warm in Magee, Mississippi where the Preventorium was located.  I wouldn’t wear regular clothes for a long time and grew accustomed to the bloomers. In winter, we had three quarter length sleeved sweaters, sleeveless vee-necked t-shirts and sneakers and socks. But most of the time, we just had the bloomers. Every little girl had the same haircut, a pixie cut for all the girls. In pictures, all the little girls have Louise Brooks haircuts with short bangs—like little Cleopatras. I liked the shiny feel of my new haircut and don’t remember my hair prior to the new cut. Presumably, these haircuts made things easier for managing shampooing, combing, etc. In our pictures, we are all little clones with the same haircut and white bloomers. Over time, as visitors came to see us, they looked strange in their other-life clothes and shoes and they looked restricted. For some, the bloomers were a badge of shame, embarrassing and worrisome in their looseness. For me, they were lovely, hedonistic child that I was; I enjoyed the freedom from having to wear so much clothing. I might not actually have minded running naked but the Preventorium staff had a limit—those bloomers were required at all times except for sleeping. Then we were allowed to wear pajamas.  In fact, they were our only personal items. My maternal grandmother made mine—aqua background with circles of tiny people dancing in a circle. I spent hours at night studying the pattern on my pajamas; little girls with braids, aprons and embroidery, men in hats and both in clogs. Round and round they danced in folk dances. I imagined them to be gypsies, roaming the countryside at night with brightly lit campfires and singing, free to roam wherever they wanted.  Often I bunched them up so that the little circles were completely raised and twisted the fabric back and forth to make the circles of dancers move.  I stopped whenever the night nurse walked by and pretended to sleep. More about the nights later…	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: This image is fantastic.	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: The way this is phrased makes it sound like wearing clothing is liberating, but I know that’s not what you mean.
On that first day, I received the Preventorium haircut, a pixie cut, a Louise Brooks Cleopatra cut.  In pictures, all the little girls have these haircuts. I liked the shiny feel of my new haircut and don’t remember my hair prior to the new cut. Presumably, these haircuts made things easier for managing shampooing and combing. 



A World Inside

For all that we want to believe we are shaped by our world, it’s unbelievable the role that genetics play. Survival and adaptation start so early. Children know this best and learn by watching adults. They have an uncanny ability to be so completely in their own worlds, oblivious to everyone and yet, retain that sense of what to do to survive.
So, at the Preventorium, adults were an afterthought for me. I didn’t need them. In communicating with others who were children at the Preventorium before, during and after my time there, most have such vivid memories of the adults and their behavior, very nice and sometimes really terrible.  One memory I continually suppress, but more about that later. 
What I remember is a total withdrawal into myself and estranged from? the other children. I became so introspective yet cheerful, smiling when I needed to do so for the adults. I had a secret world that was mine alone. I could bring this world alive at a moment’s notice by whatever was at hand. A broken piece of colored glass through which I could view another world, holding it up to the light, close to my eyes to blot out everything other than the world through the thick green piece of broken coca cola bottle I found somewhere on the playground. Pale green trees, yellow green if the sun shone brightly, and distorted wavy, ruffled shutters on the buildings, blurred images that I could make into animals that moved slowly or quickly depending on how fast I moved the glass. Or on a Sunday, when visitors came for the short afternoon visit, I would pull my mother’s diamond ring off and put it close to my eyes.  Upon first staring at the tiny, tiny reflections in a diamond, one sees nothing but light reflected. But upon staring longer, things take shape, a tree blowing in the wind, my own eye looking back at me, the striations of the iris huge and close. Or taking the powder compact out of her purse and holding the mirror upwards and then walking only looking into the reflection of the mirror. Try doing this: take a mirror off the wall, hold it chest high and walk while looking into the mirror. This created yet another world for me, one where I walked among the treetops and through the sky. Inside, I stepped “over” doorways and light fixtures. And there was a fan—a cheap carved plastic fan someone brought me as a gift. I have a picture of myself holding it and you can also see a ring I was wearing (to hold close and reflect the world back into a thousand images). I could look through the tiny carved opening, slicing away parts of an image I did not want to see. We couldn’t keep the gifts. They went home with our visitors, in my case, my mother. 	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive User: It is almost like you are writing a letter to someone with all of this… have you thought of maybe structuring this story as a series of letter, to your mother perhaps?
All of this special viewing of the world was surreptitious of course.   Instinctively, I knew adults would not approve and I had seen enough children punished for being different.  I could be “cute” while doing all these things, say the right things and amuse my mother and other adult visitors who thought I was just being an imaginative child. But I was in my world, a magical and lovely place where there was no wants, no needs, just continual pleasant magic.
And night was another world where reality shifted; danger and freedom loomed outside the window at the foot of my bed. I know it was not a moonlit night every night but in my childhood memory of nights at the Preventorium, it was always moonlit with the pine trees dropping cones that made noises that sounded like footsteps coming toward me. I sometimes was so fearful so as to fall into a state of what I now imagine is the same state of ecstasy as some of the past religious figures I have read about. 

*For more information on the Preventorium movement in the U.S. See Saving Sickly children: The Tuberculosis Preventorium in American life, 1909-1970 by  Cynthia A. Connolly (New Brunswick, N.J. : Rutgers University Press, ©2008.
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