
  
    
  


My Side of the River by Bill Fichtner

 


  Stories of Evansdale and Beyond
 From the Late 1920s and On
 Morgantown West Virginia


   


   



  Bill Fichtner
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James Koontz


  To his peers, he was Jim. To us who were youngsters, he was "Mister." At first glance there was nothing unusual about him, and not too many people took a second look but those of us who knew him better were given a rare gift.


  James Koontz was the janitor of Evansdale Grade School. Then he moved to Suncrest Junior High (SJH) when it opened at midterm January 1940. He lived in a little bungalow, the location that is under the pavement near the intersection of Patteson Drive and University Avenue. A service station, grocery market and an old mill are also under that pavement.


  Mr. Koontz was never a person to interfere in another's life, but he was always on the sidelines ready to help anyone (little kids included) who needed something he could provide. He was always a pleasant man, as his countenance clearly signaled by his easy smile and crow's-foot wrinkles at his eyes.


  The Depression of '29 turned him from a man of means to almost a pauper, except for some very near worthless real estate, which was located along Van Voorhis Road near Virginia Manor and Burroughs Street. Koontz Avenue ended at his original home that was left to him and his brother Charles, whom I knew very little about, but was also an honorable man.


  The furnace room at SJH was his "office" and I delighted in visiting him there at noontime to listen to his stories of times past when he was younger. He had been to Florida several times; this awed me more than the moon landing, for I had hardly been out of Monongalia County, and Florida seemed like another world.


  There was never any bitterness in him about being poor. I'm sure he was as happy poor as he was rich because of his faith in God, which he spoke sparingly about. The way he lived his life spoke much clearer about what faith in God can do to make life a joy.


  Mr. Koontz took an interest in me, I think, because he knew a lot about my family and he knew that my father had died and I needed a male role model.


  Mr. Koontz liked to hunt rabbits and squirrels for sport and definitely for meat. I liked it for the same reasons. So when he was going to hunt after school he would invite me to go along sometimes. On those times I would take my shotgun to school and leave it in the furnace room. No one seemed to notice me with the gun. (How different times were then.)


  He would tell me of "exciting" games that his generation was involved in. Evenings, either at church or school, the communities would gather to face off on a spelling bee or have a debate, some times getting very lively. (Seems rather dull now with all that goes on in our society these days.) Also, elections were rather lively then; people were serious about their politics to the point of sometimes fighting.


  Mr. Koontz was saving his money to buy a new car. One night he went to his church to find the congregation involved in trying to raise money to send a man and wife team of missionaries to Africa. They had raised all but $1,100. He said to himself, if he lived he could save more money for a car, but may never have a chance to have a hand in such a worthy cause again. So he gave his total savings, which was $1,100. He said it was the best money he ever spent. Those missionaries kept in touch with him for years with letters and pictures of their work.


  This story describes better than I can the kind of man he was. His influence, along with several others like him, had a great influence on me and was partly the reason that I had a "part time" pastorate with the United Methodist Church for just over 20 years. Times changed; his real estate became very valuable and in the twilight of life, Mr. Koontz was wealthy again. Reminds me of the story of Job.
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