Spirits of ’50 
by Lawrence “Blondy” Dickerson
If you sit in the bleachers of the small, empty gym and let your mind drift, they come back.  At least their spirits do.  Look real hard.  Number 30 is bringing the ball down the court.  It’s “Shorty” Chmara dribbling toward the basket.  He sets, as if to shoot, then whips the ball to number 28, George Todorovich, who has moved into the left corner.  George unleashes a looping one-handed shot.  The ball arches into the basket.  Oak Hill leads by twenty-six points.  “Shorty” intercepts Hinton’s inbounds pass, hurls the ball down the floor to Todorovich, who passes to Kenny Stover, number 25, under the basket.  Kenny fakes once, then goes up and banks the ball off the backboard for the final score.  The Red Devils win 78-50 and clinch the Coalfield Conference championship and move on to the District and Regional tournaments.

In another season, visiting a football stadium with a castle-like stone entrance, looking over a field once pounded by thousands of cleats but now inhabited only by ghosts, you can sense the chill in the air, the melody of the band playing “On Red Devils,” and the roar of the crowd.  The forms are hazy now.  But that’s John Chmara, number seventeen, pulling back from center and backpedaling as he looks downfield for a receiver.  Left end “Tody” Todorovich is crossing to the right and right end Ken Stover is bounding to the left.  Chmara sails the football long and high.  Stover leaps into the air, pulls the ball in and lopes across the goal line.  Oak Hill has beaten Mt. Hope 41-0, on their field, for the Little Brown Jug in the last Thanksgiving Day game ever to be played between the two teams.

“Shorty,” George and Ken are with us only in spirit now, but what a legacy they left!

John Chmara was a bonafide student-athlete and leader.  In addition to being an 
all-conference athlete he was president of the Oak Hill High School Student Council and a member of the National Honor Society.  He later played football for Marshall University and coached for many years at Bluefield High School.  I fondly remember discussions with “Shorty” on the yellow Fayette County bus as we traveled to and from football and basketball games and track meets.  In those days, before face masks, he seemed to always have an unhealed cut across the bridge of his nose.

George and I both lived on Bunker Hill.  I lived at the point where the paved road ended and George lived beyond.  I can picture him coming over the hill on his way to school, feinting and jumping, shooting imaginary basketballs and catching pretend passes.  Now they call it visualization.  It was a worthwhile drill because George was high scorer and honorable mention all-state in basketball and all-conference in football.  I also remember that he never came to school on the day of a game.

Ken and I were friends before and after graduation.  He was also an honorable mention all-state basketball player and selected as Oak Hill’s outstanding athlete in 1950.  We double-dated in high school and reunited at Parris Island, S. C. when I was stationed there and he was a member of the Marine Corps Platoon Leaders Course from Marshall University.  He became a Marine Corps helicopter pilot and served in Vietnam.

All three of the men were in military service during the Korean War era.  John in the Army, George in the Air Force and Ken in the Marine Corps.

I had the honor of being the fourth member of a shuttle hurdle relay team with John, George and Ken on the OHHS track team.  I was humbled then and I’m humbled now.

When you reach your sixtieth high school reunion it’s easy for your mind to wander and I can’t think of a better place for it to wander than to remember these guys.
