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World War Il is an historical event that will be remembered forever. Many family,
friends, and neighbors were lost while serving our country. They were killed in glory, fighting
for the freedoms embraced today. My grandmother, Norma Lee Mixon Varnado, now 87 years
old, lived amid this World War as it began, was fought, and ended. This oral history is a memoir
of her recollections of the challenging times she and her family faced as her future husband
served for the great land we can proudly call the United States of America.

Norma Lee Mixon was born March 8, 1921, to proud parents Leslie and Lula Crawford
Mixon. She is one of five siblings, all of whom have passed away. Norma grew to be a strong,
independent, loving, and compassionate woman. Also known to her grandchildren as “Maw
Maw Ni Ni,” my grandmother had four children, two of whom were boys, my father, William
“Bill” Robert Varnado and uncle, Mike Leslie Varnado. Norma’s two girls are Mary Lou
Varnado and Carol Ann Varnado Frey.

Growing up, Norma did not have many of the things we take for granted. She worked
hard and long at an early age. Her family sharecropped and moved from place to place as they
needed work. She always had responsibilities, including helping on the family farm, which
sometimes proved tedious. When the war began, she was a young woman living in the Bolivar
community between Tangipahoa and Franklinton, where her “mama and daddy” were
sharecroppers. She dropped out of school to help with the family and soon began work at a local

bus station. Norma was 22 when the United States entered the war, and she recalled, “I had quit



school and went to work at the bus station; boys were leaving for the war from there. That is
when the ‘Japs’ bombed Pearl Harbor.” The bus station where my grandmother worked was
located in Kentwood, Louisiana. She worked there for the duration of the war selling bus tickets
and also working in the café at the station. She saw nearly all the men from her town leave from
the bus station to go off to war. To her dismay, however, she witnessed only some return home.

One such young man, who would not return, was her sister Tinsy’s husband who served
in the United States during World War Il driving supply trucks back and forth to different bases.
Although to some this may seem insignificant, this man spent time away from his family and
loved ones in order to serve a vital part of the war, and this is one of my grandmother’s most
memorable and heartbreaking recollections of the war. She recalled, “The only thing that was
really powerful and sad, is when my oldest sister’s husband was killed. He was killed in a supply
truck accident while stationed in the States. I got a telegram and had to tell my sister.” My
grandmother also recalled the injuries her brother received in the war. As she stated, “We were
concerned about the boys being gone. My brother stepped on a mine and burnt his foot. He was
scarred by the mine, but he luckily didn’t lose his foot.”

Although Norma experienced difficult times, as many families did as a result of the war,
she was most proud to tell of her late husband, Robert L. “Tibby” Varnado, Jr. and the important
part he played in World War 11. My grandfather passed away due to heart complications when
my father was a young boy; thus, | have never heard much of him. I believe speaking of him
causes despairing thoughts. Even so, my grandmother told of his unsurpassing love and duty to
this country with pride and vindication.

My grandfather was known as No. 234844, Staff Sergeant Robert L. VVarnado Jr. of the

717th Airborne to those who served with him. He was born on March 7, 1911, ten years before



my grandmother. In the Airborne, he proudly parachuted from planes into combat. While serving
our country, to his remorse, his own father passed away. Norma told how Robert felt. In
particular, she spoke of his anger towards the Red Cross for not allowing him to return home to
his family when this sad event took place. She recalled, “His daddy died when he was in the
service, and the Red Cross wouldn’t let him come home, so he wanted nothing to do with them
when he came back because they wouldn’t let him come home.” Nonetheless, he continued his
service until honorably discharged at Camp Shelby, in Mississippi, on September 22, 1945.

On December 17, 1949, Robert and Norma were married. Norma was 28 and Robert 38.
Norma and Robert resided in Kentwood, Louisiana where, to this day, my independent, 87—year—
old “Maw Maw Ni Ni” still lives. All of Robert’s war memorabilia and documentation is safely
stored in their home and is rarely looked upon. However, my grandmother still, to this very day,
uses the fork my grandfather retrieved from a dead German soldier’s body, keeping part of his
war memorabilia nestled cozily in her kitchen drawer. She spoke with laughter as she told me,
“He got a big fork and spoon off of a dead German soldier. | used the spoon until it broke, and |
still use the fork.”

Norma saw, firsthand, World War II’s effect on this great land. She explained that they

Got up and went from daylight to dark, hunny. We lived what was going on in the
world during the war, times changed ya’ see, like then, blacks stayed to
themselves and whites by themselves. I worked at the bus station and Ray’s
Cleaners, sold soup to get my baby sister’s graduation clothes, plowed cotton,
picked cotton, and scraped cotton.

Times were tough for Norma; although she dropped out of school to help her family, she went

back later in life and obtained her GED. Norma said, “I wanted to go back to school, and when



your Uncle Mike was old enough, | would go to Amite every day for class. | was trying to get
my GED, and | was determined to get it. | took the test at the college (Southeastern Louisiana
University), under Mrs. Helen Brumfield, and I earned it.”

My grandparents, Norma and Robert, were companions and comrades who were bound
by love, ideas, and events that are a struggle to fathom during contemporary times. Although she
said that not many people talked about the war back then as they do now, it is important to
remember and keep the flame of my grandfather’s memory burning as well as to value
grandmother’s recollections and memories of times during the war. Perhaps the most memorable
quote my grandmother offered and, which | feel appropriately sums up her life during World
War Il is, “We were poor. If you had a boy in the family, he was drafted and that, my dear, was
sacrifice.” Sacrifices are made daily, some more extreme than others; those who served not only
in this war, but others as well, often sacrifice the most—their lives. For this reason, it is
important to give thanks and to speak of the memories of those, such as my grandfather, who
served our country during wars, and always to keep close to heart historical events which have

shaped who we are today.



