Pride and Groom

By Robert Ginnaven


So I’m told, my great-grandfather Robert Mikel (I had to look on the back of his Hampden Watch Co. pocket watch to be sure of the spelling), was an owner of the barbershop at the Peabody Hotel in Memphis during a part of his life (1869-1937).  Born of Irish immigrants that made their way south from Illinois on the Mississippi, he lasted long enough to shoot off a pistol on the occasion of Robert Addison Ginnaven Jr.’s birth, one minute after twelve on New Year’s Eve in 1937.  Most of his booty, so I’m told, ended up in the hands of his daughter, Roberta, who during her life wrote a letter to Robert Jr., my father, informing him that his father, Robert Sr., was a “mole-skin slicker”.  Tough words in those days, I’m sure.  As Roberta and her brother, Robert Sr., never spoke again after the letter Roberta sent to Robert Jr., I have only a few treasures to remember Robert Mikel by.  


I have one of his pocket watches, my brother has another, and my sister has damn near everything she’s been able to slip out from my father’s nose on visits between Atlanta and Little Rock.  I did see the razor strop (that leather belt used by barbers to sharpen the strait razor before sending it skiing across the brush-beaten cream face of a patron who just had a hot towel unraveled from his face) hanging next to the closet in Dad’s bedroom, just below a framed razor with a pearl handle that shaved so many dignitaries over the years back when a barbershop was the place for gentlemen to gather.


I was watching one of those Biography television shows featuring crooner Perry Como (never one of my favorites, indeed, I’ve always lumped him in with Andy Williams as sort of milk-toast, against the sheer power of Sinatra, soul of Ray Charles or smooth of Dean Martin) and it turns out that Como nearly passed up the opportunity to become a famous singer in favor of keeping his high-paying job as a barber.  I sat up on the couch and hollered to the house.  “Come check this out!”  I had a new appreciation for Como.   


I’ve fallen into the trap of our post J.F.K., M.L.K., R.F.K., Viet Nam, Man on the Moon generation.  Something makes me think that a pair of old boots topped with blue jeans and an old shirt, is more comfortable than a tailored suit over a four-in-the hand, a pocket silk kerchief, and a pair of polished shoes, all topped off with a hat.  To wear the latter somehow seems a betrayal of the baby boomer generation’s anti-establishment attire.  The fact is, I’m never more comfortable when I’m in a suit, except when I’m wearing pajamas.  It’s like the picture of Cary Grant on the front of a book I saw at the bookstore the other day, sitting on the ground cross-legged in a tuxedo.  I’ve never been able to think of a good reason not to use the good china every day.  


Sure, I liked the massage my Dad bought for me at one of those places where mostly ladies go.  But having my pedicure done seated next to another lady, well, let’s just say I’d rather be in the steam room with a cigar talking politics with the guys than letting a lady look at my toenails being clipped.  The problem is, I want to have my shoes shined.  I like threading Robert Mikel’s cuff links into the cuff of my shirt.  I remember when I was a kid that my dad, Robert Jr., spent time every school-night shining my shoes.  He’d line them up in the hallway next to those of my sister and brother’s, all spit and polished.  Although it’s hard to polish tennis shoes, whenever any shoe made of leather, or a purse or a belt becomes owned by a member of my family, I savor the opportunity to pull out the old shoe shine kit and give it what for.  I think we may be missing something by our casual attitude toward life.  I know whenever I get dressed up I feel good.  

Maybe we should all consider the lyric sung by Tony Bennett better than Fred Astaire:  “If there’s a shine on your shoes, there’s a melody in your heart.  What a wonderful way to start the day.”  I don’t know about you, but “I’m puttin’ on my tophat…”
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