YOU ARE MY SUNSHINE

By Gerard J. St. John


It is one of those songs that everyone knows.  They know the tune, and they know the words.



You are my sunshine,



My only sunshine.



You make me happy



When skies are gray.



You’ll never know dear



How much I love you.



Please don’t take my sunshine away.

The song is a mixture of sunshine and sadness.  It was introduced at the advent of the Second World War.  At that time I did not fully understand the emotional aspects of the tune.  I was barely four years old when it came out.  Still, the song remained popular throughout the war years and beyond.


When the war finally ended, I was eight years old.  My northeast Philadelphia neighborhood was like a continuing construction site, meeting the demand created by the return of several million soldiers to civilian life.  Thousands of new homes were being built and promptly sold, assisted by federal funds made available under the law that people called the “G-I Bill of Rights.”  When you are eight years old, you think that things are pre-ordained to happen the way they did.  You think that prosperity and peace are inseparable.  You think that grown-ups really know what they are doing.  

I attended a parochial grammar school.  My school was St. Matthew’s, on Cottman Avenue at Hawthorne Street.  With the end of the war, attendance at St. Matthew’s increased geometrically.  In first grade there were 32 boys in our class.  A separate girls’ class had about the same number.  But two classes behind us, the numbers doubled – and it was not long before the numbers doubled again.  St. Matt’s needed more classrooms.  A second floor was added, and then a new classroom wing in the back.  The church building was expanded.  A convent was added – and a rectory.  When we sat in the classroom and looked dreamily out the windows, we were usually looking at stone masons working on the current project.


Classes were taught by Sisters of the Immaculate Heart of Mary, which we later called “IHMs.”  We thought that there was an inexhaustible supply of nuns.  Similarly, there were a lot of priests assigned to St. Matthew’s.  We were told that ours was an emerging generation that would lead the world in the post-war era.  Maybe that is why we were not terribly surprised when Robert Sinush joined our eighth-grade class in the new school building.  Robert was big.  He was two years older than the rest of us, and he had difficulty with the English language.  He was a “DP,” a displaced person from Lithuania.  He had been separated from his family by the war, and was trying to blend into America with the help of a Lithuanian-American community in Schuylkill County.  However, for the next year, Robert would live with a family in our neighborhood and would be a part of our eighth-grade class.  The goal was for Robert to become more accustomed to American life, so that he could transition smoothly into his new surroundings in Schuylkill County.  A few members of the class were assigned to help Robert in specific areas of his class work.  I was asked to help with his understanding of mathematics.  It was not a difficult task.  We generally spent about thirty minutes each morning reviewing our math assignments.  During breaks in our normal class routine, we spent a lot of time talking about the things that interested eighth graders.


Robert spoke with a deep guttural accent that was similar to the speech patterns of our neighbors who were of German or Polish extraction.  His vocabulary was good.  We had no trouble understanding him, nor did he have any trouble understanding us.  It was just a matter of smoothing out some linguistic rough spots.  We were fascinated by his stories about growing up in a war zone.  He said that you could hear the distant roar of airplane engines long before you could see the planes.  The roar would get louder and louder, and then there were rows and rows of planes flying overhead.  The Allied planes would continue overhead on their way to targets in Germany.  On occasion, there would be German fighter planes attacking nearby troop concentrations, and even strafing women and children who tried to run to safety.  On one such occasion, Robert’s aunt was struck and killed by the bullets from those planes.  The stories brought home the reality of war.


By and large, Robert got along well with his new classmates — that is all except Rich Sauerbaum.  I don’t know what was wrong with Rich.  In retrospect, he may have suffered from a medical problem.  His facial expression always looked like he just bit into a lemon.  To make matters worse, he was quick to start yelling, and also quick to start throwing punches.  He was constantly getting into fights.  It wasn’t that he was tough.  He usually lost the fights.  But he continued to provoke them.  One afternoon, as we were filing out the back door of the classroom, Rich shouted something at Robert and then followed it up with a push, and then a punch.  Rich must have forgotten that he was picking on someone who was two years older and about twenty pounds heavier than he.  Robert threw one punch, and it sent Rich sprawling down the side of the room.  The fight was over.  It was the only time that I saw Robert angry.


On one of the last days of that school year, Robert came into class with a big smile on his face.  Looking right at me, he said, “I heard a song on the radio last night.  It was about you!”  Then, he started singing “You are my sunshine.”  “You are sunshine,” he repeated.  I didn’t know what to say, so I just laughed along with him.  That was more than sixty years ago.  
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The other night, I was watching television.  Turner Classic Movies featured the George Clooney film, “Oh Brother, Where Art Thou?”  Near the end of the show, the governor grants a pardon to Clooney’s “Soggy Bottom Boys,” and they celebrate with a rousing chorus of “You Are My Sunshine.”  It brought back a distant memory.  I wonder what happened to that old black-and-white photo of my grammar school class?
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