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Preface

Autobiographies are usually written by people who have achieved some notoriety through major accomplishments such as swimming the Hellespont, commanding troops in major world conflicts, gracing the silver screen, or killing a lot of people.  I’ve occasionally fed the cat, which may not seem noteworthy nor of great consequence, but then you’ve never talked to the cat.

I’ve formulated this book based on my own preference in reading material.  I dislike big books.  In the time it would take me to read “War and Peace” I could have built a house complete with a two-car garage and a gazebo.  Also, donning a truss to carry that book from the library is just too much trouble.

Books with convoluted plots also turn me off, as I tire off looking back to keep things straight.  In this book, there is no plot and only a hint at organization.  I like short books where there is a break every so often, so you’ll have no difficulty finding where you left off if you should have to put it down.  I like book that don’t cost much because I am cheap and my preference is for books with large print as my vision is fading.  Actually, I don’t know if I believe any of this and it may just be a justification for the books brevity.

I’m eight-six years old and attribute my longevity to the fact that I’ve never played in traffic.  Born shortly after World War I, I’ve gone from riding in a horse and buggy to the technological age, which I might add, I find totally bewildering.  I feel like Rip Van Winkle who awakens to find computers, telephones you carry in your pocket, PIN numbers, and other advances a part of the contemporary scene I don’t mess with.  I don’t know exactly when I lost my ability to fully understand everything that was going on, but think it might have been when they dropped The Bomb.

This book records my growing up in Middle America, the War, education, failures, successes, more failures, but most of all, it’s of the people I’ve met, and humorous incidences and human foibles I’ve observed.  This, I understand.  
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My Dad with his parents, 

John and (insert) Magdalene Dorst
Chapter 1: In the Beginning

The Folks in the Kaiser’s War 
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Prior to her marriage my mother taught in a rural school for a few years.  As teachers were in demand, a person could receive a Teaching Certificate by attending a high school for an additional year after graduation.  At the end of that year you were qualified to teach grades one through eight.  
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When World War I broke out, she became a practical nurse and was stationed on Staten Island, New York.  There, in an Army hospital, she helped take care of the returning wounded.  She never elaborated on that experience, but once recalled going into a rest room where a young mother stood outside a pay toilet stall, with her son.  Not wishing to waste the nickel “entrance fee”, the woman was urging her son to, “Try again Abbie, maybe it’s only wind.”
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Dad joined the Army in World War I, but never went overseas.  He was made an aeroplane mechanic.  That assignment must have been by lot, and not the result of any tests he might have taken, because his mechanical skills didn’t go beyond changing a light bulb.  After working on a plane, the mechanics were encouraged to take the planes up for a test flight, before turning it over to the pilot: it’s called, paying for your mistakes, the hard way.  I guess mechanics were more expendable than pilots.

The only excitement he encountered during his service was when one of the soldiers at Camp Grant flipped out, and climbed a water tower.  According to Dad, when the man refused to come down on his own, they shot him down.  Expedience, it seems, was one of the skills they had mastered.


Uncle Buck, my mother’s brother, also served during World War I, and ended up as an ambulance driver in France.  He recounted how, when he first came under fire, he crawled under his ambulance and was so afraid that he soiled his pants.  As I was later to discover myself, war was a dirty business.

The Beginning 
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On June 4th, 1922, my brother Clark and I were the first set of twins born in the recently opened hospital, in Plymouth, Wisconsin.  We weighed, respectively, 3 and 3 ½ pounds.  I don’t know how long we were, but my father claims he carried us home in a cigar box.  This, I am sure, accounts for my future enjoyment of a good cigar.  Our births were uneventful, but my then, two year old brother Hugh provided some excitement.  When our father came to see us, he parked his Model T on a sloping street in front of the hospital.  Dad left Hugh in the car, as the nursery did not allow, strange as it may sound, children.  Somehow Hugh managed to release the brake and the car rolled downhill for a good six blocks.  Hugh always seemed eager to grow up.  He drove at two and started wearing spats at thirteen.

Of our early first years, two were spent in Green Bay, but nine were spent in Plymouth, Wisconsin where we resided at my grandparents’ home, located at 11 North Street.

Grandpa Jones  

My grandfather on my mother’s side was of Welsh/Irish stock and was named Hugh Henry Jones.  He married Clara Vanderhoof, a Dutch girl.  He was a very adventurous man, always willing to try something new.  He was part owner of a flourmill located on the Mullet River northwest of Plymouth.  The mill later burned down.  He was also instrumental in bringing streetcars to Plymouth.  For many years one of those streetcars was housed in his barn, calling attention to that failed venture.  It wasn’t a total failure though, as that streetcar was a wonderful place for the grandchildren to play on rainy days.  I remember as well a photograph of him with a team of horses harnessed to an oil tank on wheels.  From what I was told, he would take that tank into the countryside, delivering kerosene to farmers for the Standard Oil Company.  There was no such thing as Social Security back then so, after all of his business ventures, he ended up working for my father at the cheese factory.
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Perhaps owing in part to his Irish ancestry, Grandfather Jones was also known to appreciate a drink.  One story that I heard was that he and the local Catholic priest would wait for a new tavern to open, then go together and sample their wares.  When it was time to leave they would purposefully get into a heated argument over who would pay the bar tab.  After creating a suitable fuss, they would ask the bartender if he cared who paid the bill.  When the bartender replied that he didn’t, they’d rise and in unison proclaim, “Well then, you pay”, and out they’d go.

Grandpa Jones was fairly old when I was born and, though he seemed to have bonded with my older brother Hugh, his first grandchild, he had little to offer succeeding grandchildren such as Clark and I.  Consequently my memories of him were not very positive.  I particularly remember him berating my mother over my using more than three squares of toilet paper per sitting.  This probably accounts for my extravagant use of toilet paper today.  In the eighty years since that incident occurred I have been personally responsible for denuding at least 100 square miles of Idaho’s forests.

Chickens  

Grandpa Jones kept chickens in a backyard run.  When he was four, my brother Hugh decided to practice his marksmanship by throwing hickory nuts, still in the husk, at those chickens and ended up killing one with a direct hit.  When Grandpa inquired why he did it, Hugh replied, “That chicken looked sick and it was going to die anyway.” Grandpa only chuckled.

Later, when one of his remaining chickens had taken ill, Hugh and I were asked to take it to Aunt Ethel, who could nurse it back to health.  We reached the bridge over the Mullet River, and happened on a gypsy caravan.  They were stopped there, standing on the sidewalk, having a loud discussion in their native tongue.  As we eased past them, Hugh whispered to me that the gypsies were discussing how they could snatch both the boy (me) and the chicken.  Hugh told me to run, to make my escape up the hill, while he would fight a rear guard action.  I didn’t question how he understood their lingo, but took off, crying my eyes out as I envisioned the theft of the chicken and my enslavement.  When I managed the courage to look back, there was Hugh, sauntering toward me with a smile on his face, gloating over the fact that he brought me to tears.
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The County Fair was a big event in our lives.  It was always held in late August, just prior to the start of the new school year.  One-year mother gave each of the three older boys a quarter to spend at the Fair.  Hugh blew his not ten feet from the Fairground entrance, on a game of chance.  Later, when he found a whip that he coveted, he convinced me to purchase it for myself.  As soon as I had paid for it though, Hugh grabbed it from me, and proceeded to demonstrate his skill.  Sure enough, on the first try he broke the whip into two pieces.  When we returned home, Grandpa criticized me for making such a bad purchase, not realizing that his favorite Grandson was responsible for the whole episode.  In Grandpa Jone’s eyes, Hugh could do no wrong, and the rest of us could do no right.

I’ve now reached the same age that Grandpa Hugh Henry was, when were children in Wisconsin, so I have a little more sympathy for his behavior.  In fact I think I can understand what he was feeling.  All old men want is a place in the sun to sit, smoke their pipes in solitude, and dream about the good old days when they had a libido.  But because of Grandma’s failing health, instead of solitude, Grandpa had to share his home and his sunset years with a young family with five noisy children.  I’m sure we cast a shadow on his place in the sun.

Unsupervised Play  

Dr. Spock had not yet published his first book when I was growing up.  We were raised by the laisse-faire method, which meant we were on our own until a catastrophe struck.  This was not deliberate neglect.  It was a necessity.  The forty-hour workweek was years away, and men worked much longer hours.  A woman’s life was no bed of roses either.  A mother could expect to spend the entire day on a combination of tiresome chores, including scrubbing clothes on a washboard, hanging them up to dry on outdoor lines, hauling firewood for wood burning stoves, working in the garden, canning excess vegetables and fruit, looking after the chickens, and cooking for the entire family.  That left little time for supervising children.  Fortunately, families were larger in those days, so there was usually an elder sibling or two who took care of the younger ones.  And neighborhoods were filled with children of all ages, who became a sort of family on their own.  Of course the judgment of children, even an older child, is not always the correct one, and consequently we had our share of mishaps, broken bones, scrapes and bruises
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North Street Gang, Plymouth, Wisconsin.  I’m fourth from left.

When I was seven years old, the street we lived on was just a short distance from the Mullet River, and at the end of the street there was an ice house.  Icehouses, in case you don’t know, were just that: buildings where the ice was stored.  Refrigeration was a rarity in those days, as was electricity.  So during the middle of winter immense blocks of ice were cut from the nearby river, insulated with sawdust, and kept until needed in these a large wooden building called an ice house.  In the summertime smaller blocks of ice were cut out of these blocks, and delivered door to door – often by horse and wagon, to residents of the community who placed these smaller blocks in their ice box.

The local ice house, on the Mullet River, had a long wooden ramp that was used to help drag the ice out of the river into the storage areas.  In the winter, the ice around this ramp rarely was completely frozen, but instead had a kind of rubbery, spongy texture.  One winter day, a group of us was skating on the river, and someone had the brilliant idea of seeing who could cross the thinnest ice.  A few minutes later – up to my chest in cold river water, I was declared the victor.  Luckily I managed to grab on to the edge of the icehouse ramp, and pulled myself to safety.  In those days you attached skates to whatever boots you were wearing, but as I pulled myself out of the river the skates froze solidly to my boots.  In my mind though, that was the least of my worries.  My biggest concern was what would happen when I got home.  I walked awkwardly home on my skates, went right in the front door, right up the steps, and climbed into bed – hoping, I suppose, to escape detection.  About a half an hour later my brothers arrived home, and when questioned as to my whereabouts, casually replied, “Oh, he fell through the ice.” Before they could explain further, my father jumped up and headed for the door.  They managed to stop him though, explaining that I had come home earlier.  Dad bolted up the stairs, and found me shivering in bed.  He cut the frozen boot strings and managed to get the boots and skates off my feet, then helped me get out of the rest of my semi-frozen clothing.  Then, to ward off whatever illness might be lurking, he made me a hot lemonade toddy, and put me back to bed under several warm, dry blankets.

I had other escapades on the ice as well.  Once, attempting to pull my three cousins across the frozen river on a sled, I slipped, fell, and broke my collarbone.

As I was not the best of students, my mother, believing that my poor showing at school might be due to poor vision, persuaded my father to have me fitted for glasses.  The day they arrived I took them outside to show them off and became involved in a baseball game.  You know what comes next.  A line drive eluded my grasp, making a direct hit on my new glasses, shattering them.  Dad refused to replace them, so that ended the attempt to correct my vision.

Multiply these events by the dozen or so kids that regularly played in our backyard and you begin to have some idea of the results of our unsupervised play.

The Almost Pet  

I love dogs, and always have.  When I was around six years old I found a starving mongrel wandering the neighborhood.  I went home, got a rope, tied it around his neck and led him home.  Mother resisted my pleas to “let me keep him.”  “Wait until your father gets home”, was her wise response.  The poor creature was obviously starving, so while I waited for my father to get home I filled a pie pan with torn up slices of bread, covered it with milk and set it before him.  He went at it with such gusto that he pushed the plate across the floor.  I reached down with my hand to steady the pan and the poor creature misread my intentions and took a bite out of me instead, resulting in four puncture wounds to the face!  Goodbye, dog!

The Shelfheffers  

The Shelfheffer family lived just up the street from us, in a house that overlooked the Mullet River.  Mrs. Shelfheffer was what they called a Pollyanna - always full of positive thoughts and sayings no matter what was going on, which was a good thing because her husband was a certified tyrant.  The Shelfheffers had three boys.  Kenny, the youngest one, had a clubfoot, and was blind in one eye as the result of a sandstorm that had swept through their old neighborhood when living in the Dakotas.  Mr. Shelfheffer was a butcher, and each of his boys was pressed into service as soon as he could peer over a butcher’s block.  Working for him must have been hell, as he was quick to anger, and often disciplined the boys physically.

I saw that side of Mr. Shelfheffer in action one day, when I was invited to join the family on a trip to Sheboygan to see a movie.  The trip seemed to start off well but suddenly, for no apparent reason, something ticked off the old man and he pulled the car over to the side of the road, leaned over the front seat, and delivered their oldest boy Francis a blow of such magnitude that it could have cracked the Liberty Bell.  Then the trip continued as if nothing had happened, but the whole time I was petrified I might be next.  

Many years later my brother and I made arrangements to visit Francis, who happened to have purchased our old Plymouth homestead.  We showed up at the agreed upon time, but spent the first hour of our visit rousting Francis from his noon nap.  Eventually Francis woke up, and showed us around the house, which seemed to have changed little from our childhood except, of course, that it seemed much smaller than I remembered.  The most remarkable change we noticed was Francis himself, who had towered over us when we were young but, now was a good two inches shorter than I.

As we were leaving Francis mentioned that he and his girlfriend had just returned from a trip out west.  Then, first looking both ways to make sure ‘the coast was clear’, he confided in us that they weren’t married, apparently unaware that half of America was living without benefit of clergy.

Kenney, despite his clubfoot and blind eye, had been drafted into the Army during World War II where he was put to work, no surprise, as a butcher.  It happened toward the end of the war, when America had gotten to the bottom of the barrel.

The Boy Who Thought He was a Dog  

When we were living in Plymouth there was a boy – whose name I forget, who had a dog named Teddy.  When this boy was around three-years old he would walk up to people and announce, “I’m Teddy, I bite.” Whereupon, if you weren’t quick enough, he would lunge at you and take a bite out of your hand.  He also emulated Teddy’s relaxed approach to bowel movements.  Standing there in front of you, fully clothed, he would quietly defecate, shake the missile down his pant leg, and kick it into the street.  I never saw him wet down a tree, but that wouldn’t have surprised me.

The Sinners  

The Sinners (their name, not their avocation as far as I knew) were relatives of a sort.  Jean Sinner was mother’s first cousin.  She married a farmer, Rudy Sinner, who was no taller than five foot five, and was missing fingers from both hands.  Farming Wisconsin’s rocky soil was not easy to begin with, and Rudy’s missing digits made it all the more so.  

I have a clear memory of Mr. Sinner standing in the bed of a wagon, driving fence posts into the ground with a heavy sledgehammer.  Taking a deep breath he would hoist that hammer high over his head and, as he brought it down, would exhale loudly, making a clear “whiss” sound.  Then, when the hammer connected with the post, he would shout, “key.”  This gave a rhythm to the task, and shouting “whiskey” may have made the job less arduous.

In the spring, before planting, it was sometimes necessary to clear the fields of rocks that the winter freeze had brought up to the surface.  To do this, a team of horses was hooked up to what they called a “stone boat”.  There was no trick to it: the boat was a door-shaped piece of heavy timber that workers tossed rocks onto, or onto which heavier boulders were rolled.  Then the “boat” was dragged over to the side of the field, and that spring’s crop of stone was added to the previous years.  The idea was to form a wall of sorts, but it never quite took shape.

Farm families had one clear goal: self-sufficiency.  Everything was put to use.  The trees were firewood.  The stones were walls.  Eggs were collected from their own chickens.  Milk came from the family’s cows.  In the fall they butchered their own animals and either canned it for future consumption or turned it into sausage.  Vegetables from the garden were either eaten in season or canned for later use.  Nobody had a freezer.  At best, they had a root cellar where they kept potatoes, carrots, onions, and apples.  Sometimes, if they were lucky, they had jam made from wild berries they had gathered themselves.  A smear of jam over a thick slab of homemade bread was better than anything bought in a store.  Yes, looking back it sounds like a utopian existence, but none of it was possible without hours and hours of very hard work.

All of us kids worshiped the Sinner’s son, Win, who was four years older than I.  He had learned to play the accordion, and though he was perhaps not the most skilled musician, he more than made up for his lack of talent with enthusiasm.  When he lit into that accordion the room jumped.  He also seemed to bring that same enthusiasm to the rest of his life, even his daily chores.  Win could make feeding the chickens or the cattle, or “slopping” the hogs, seem like a game.  We kids followed him around, and on a hot day he often led us down to the old dam, site of my grandfather’s mill, for a refreshing swim.  When I look back at those years in Wisconsin, I realize that many of my fondest memories took place in and around the Sinner’s farm.

Unfortunately, later in life Win developed Alzheimer’s, and was confined to a nursing home.  Although he had given up the accordion years before, he still kept the staff there entertained by taking leisurely strolls down the halls wearing nothing but a smile.

The Franeys

The Franeys, a good Catholic family, were our next-door neighbors in Plymouth.  Mr. Franey was a traveling salesman, on the road almost every week.  From our house we could watch when he came home unloading his dirty laundry and his salesman’s samples, reloading the same on Monday mornings.

Mr. Franey seemed a rather dour individual.  I don’t believe I ever saw him smile.  And yet he must have had some positive attributes.  He was a successful salesman and, over the years, raised four children.  The Franey family consisted of Mr. and Mrs., two older boys who were already on their own when I was a boy, an overweight teenage daughter named Edith, and Charley.

Charley was a few years older than me but was treated, in many ways, like a baby.  Mrs. Franey did everything she could to keep her youngest child close to home.  She kept him, literally, in short pants, long after his peers had left knickers behind.  And Mrs. Franey also kept nursing her big boy, well into his school years.

When Charley would come home from school, he would cut through our back yard and before he was in the door, begin to loudly announce his hunger for an afternoon snack.

“Tit mommy, Tit mommy” he would plead.

Mrs. Franey nursed Charley for as long as she could and, when he was finally given the bottle, he never left it.  He switched from milk to more potent spirits and, though there were plenty of candidates for the position in a town that had more than its share of taverns, Charley was Plymouth’s town drunk.

As they were our next-door neighbors, mother would often visit with Mrs. Franey, and we would tag along.  First though, we had to penetrate the Franey’s sun porch, which had been almost entirely given over to cats.  The odor was, in the words of an old friend, “strong enough to gag a jackass through a stone wall.”  We’d move quickly through the porch and end up in the dark, cool parlor.  There we’d silently endure the exchange of gossip, recipes, and small talk knowing that in the end we’d be rewarded.  Finally Mrs. Franey would rise and head to the mantle, taking down a cerulean blue glass jar where there was always an ample supply of hard candy

Many years later, after World War II, I had the opportunity to accompany my mother on a visit to Mrs. Franey, by then well along in years.  Edith was on hand that day and, when we came in, she remarked that I bore a striking resemblance to the movie star Van Johnson.  Only then did I realize that Edith was not only fat, she was also practically blind.

The porch was still a smelly “cat house.”  The blue candy jar was still in its place on the mantel.  Charley, though, would call no more for his afternoon snack or for his bottle.  Just a short time earlier he had drunk himself to death.

Mrs. Franey looked remarkably well for her age, especially her complexion.  I thought to myself that perhaps that was due to the fact that, like her cats, she never went outside.  But then I remembered Cloverine Salve.

When Charley and I were young, I had attempted to make a little money selling this salve and Mrs. Franey had been my best customer (my only other customer being my mother).  The Cloverine Company would send their “salesmen” a dozen snuff-like containers filled with their all-purpose salve.  They also gave, as a bonus to good customers, an eight by eleven inch reproduction of the famous “Dogs Playing Poker” (or pool) lithographs.  Mrs. Franey knew I loved dogs, so she gave her bonus prints to me.  

I wonder if the Cloverine Salve I laid on her twenty years previously might had something to do with her beautiful complexion.

Bill and Ethel

There were no orphanages in Plymouth, or in most small towns in America, when I was a child.  Parentless children were usually just taken in by the closest or nearest relative and raised as one of the family.  It was often more practical than it sounds.  America was mostly a rural society then.  People living on farms could never have enough help.
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That’s how Ethel came into our family.  When she was orphaned, my grandparents took her in and raised her as one of the family.  Later Aunt Ethel married Uncle Bill (Dunlap).  Uncle Bill was from New York and had been a railroader.  This was before air travel was common, when the railroads were the way that people traveled great distances, and the manner in which most freight was transported.

When I was a boy, Aunt Ethel and Uncle Bill lived across town and we visited them on a weekly basis.  One of my fondest memories of visits to their house was the dinner-plate sized oatmeal cookies that Aunt Ethel would have waiting for us.  They had no children of their own, so Aunt Ethel seemed to take special pleasure in our visits.  She was always willing to play games with us (and she often cheated, openly, outrageously), and she even cut our hair.

Dad often accompanied us on these visits, largely because Uncle Bill had a home brew operation going on in his basement.  This was all hush-hush and to ensure our silence, we were allowed a few sips of Bill’s nectar.  It was a long time ago, but I think I remember a flavor not unlike the Heineken you can buy today – though Bill’s home brew was half yeast.

When all of your income comes from a railroad pension, life can be hard.  So to improve their lot Ethel and Bill tried a variety of get-rich-quick schemes.  At one point they converted their chicken coop into Guinea Pig farm.  In the end, they ended up with a hundred or more hungry Guinea Pigs but no buyers.

Bill liked his home brew, perhaps a bit too much.  One day, the police contacted my father and asked him to go to their home and take a gun from Bill.  It seems he had been taking pot shots at the neighbors from his back porch.  Luckily railroading does not qualify anyone as a sharpshooter, so no one was wasted.

Uncle Bill and Aunt Ethel eventually sold their old home, moving to a Sears Roebuck house on five acres of land that they referred to as the farm, but with soil that could barely support weeds.  The farm sat on the edge of a glacial moraine: a topographical remnant of the last ice age when glaciers carved out a deep hole with sides so steep even a mountain goat wouldn’t have been able to keep its footing.

A feature at the new “farm” that I remember well was the radio, one of the first commercial models ever sold.  It was an enormous box with only two dials, one for volume and the other for changing stations.  It also had a large morning glory shaped bell on the top, from which the sound emanated.  At that time there weren’t that many stations that you could pick up, with any consistency at least, so more time was spent fiddling with the dials than actually listening to broadcasts.

At a certain point it was determined that Bill and Ethel were getting along in years and could use a little help around the house, so I was sent to live with them for the summer.  Though I was only ten at the time, Uncle Bill decided I was old enough to share the tales of his youth, which were mostly of his sexual exploits, including stories of “cat houses” in New Orleans and the strange proclivities of others.  Luckily Ethel was nearly stone deaf; otherwise I’m sure she would have put her foot down (on Bill’s mouth).

There’s a lot of talk today about alternative energy sources and, believe it or not, Bill and Ethel were at the forefront.  A small wind-powered generator met all of their electrical needs: it produced enough electricity for their choice of either a single light bulb to read by at night or the radio.  Of course, if Ethel wanted to listen to the radio, Bill just had to do a little reading by their one dim bulb.  And if Bill wanted to listen to the radio, Ethel had some late-night mending that just couldn’t wait for the light of day.  Some things never change.

Although we were outside the so-called Dust Bowl, no rain fell in our part of Wisconsin that entire summer.  I tried to help keep their pitiful little garden going by pumping water from the well and carrying buckets to the wilting plants, but I couldn’t keep up.  Eventually, Ethel insisted I give up.

Bill would make a weekly visit to town for groceries and other necessities by car, and on one of those trips as he turned onto Route 20, the main drag, he was struck by another car.  According to Bill, that other driver must have been going close to sixty, an ungodly speed at that time.  “I guess thirty miles an hour wasn’t fast enough for some folks,” he remarked.  On another of those weekly trips to town, Bill and Ethel placed their groceries in the car and left it unlocked while they took care of some other business.  When they returned, all the groceries were gone.  Bill, the confirmed New Yorker, proclaimed loudly that this would have never happened in his city and, he guessed, “Plymouth, Wisconsin was not like New York City.” That might have been the understatement of the century.

That same summer, for reasons I still don’t understand, Bill and Ethel took in a hired man with the unforgettable name of Herman Shitty.  I swear that was how he spelled his name, but perhaps out of kindness, or discretion, it was pronounced as if it was spelled with a ‘u’ instead of an ‘i’.  

Herman definitely had a shutty job: he had nothing to do, and even if Bill and Ethel had come up with some chore that needed doing, they couldn’t have afforded the necessary materials.  I guess Herman was there in case of emergency.

Herman had an air of mystery about him, owing to a stash of literature of some sort that he kept locked in the rumble seat of his Model T.  Every so often he would open it up, remove the material, and retire to the barn where he could peruse it in private.  Ethel was sure it was pornography, but as he kept the rumble seat locked, we never had a chance to investigate.

Then one day, a friend of Herman’s showed up unexpectedly, and the two went off to town in the friend’s car, leaving the Model T’s rumble seat unlocked.  With hardly a pause, we violated the sanctity of Herman’s privacy, rifling through the contents of the rumble seat and finding, instead of pornography, a large collection of lonely hearts magazines, replete with photos and biographies of women seeking companionship leading to marriage.  Poor Herman was looking for love.  I wonder if anyone suggested a name change?

Launching a Career

I have a belief that we don’t, for the most part, pick a career: a career picks us.  Edward, or as his emigrant mother called him, ‘Etvert’, lived a block over on the next street in Plymouth.  Our two houses were actually connected by a wide alleyway and so, as much out of convenience as compatibility, we became fast friends.

Sunday afternoons his mother would call him home from our backyard adventures for his regular art lessons, which consisted mainly of having him copy the characters from the Sunday Comic section of the newspaper.  At first out of curiosity, and later because I began to enjoy it, I joined in.  Before I knew it I was practically an expert, and I began to demonstrate my skill on any and every piece of paper that passed before me.  I wasn’t too good at math, spelling, or any of the other school subjects, but each of my assignments was returned to the teacher embellished with a wide array of recognizable characters from the funny pages.  To their credit, the teachers who took their red pencils to these papers also took note of the illustrations and encouraged my development.  When my peers took notice as well, and praised me for my artistic abilities, a career was launched.  

Chapter 2: Realities

The Move to Green Bay

My father was transferred by Kraft’s Cheese, from Plymouth to Green Bay, Wisconsin, where we lived for a short time.  We might have stayed longer, but my mother’s parents’ health suddenly deteriorated, and after only two years we moved back to Plymouth to take care of them.
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When we first moved to Green Bay we rented a home near the city limits, in the northwest part of town.  Luckily for us, our rural neighborhood was at least sufficiently populated to be on the route of the Good Humor Man.  Every day of that first summer, he’d come round, slowing dramatically as he neared our home.  With four pre-school children he was almost guaranteed a sale.

[image: image18.jpg]


Some days, though, it seemed he’d never get there.  We’d sit for what felt like hours on the curb in front of our house, waiting to hear the musical sound of his approach.  To kill time until his arrival, we found it amusing to try and hit passing cars with the little rocks that were all about the yard and in the street.  We weren’t malicious, just very young, extremely bored, and ice cream deprived.  We weren’t very good shots, but every once in a while one of us would score a direct hit and we’d whoop and holler with glee.  It seemed a lot of fun until one motorist hit the brakes and took us to task.  The ruckus got the attention of our mother and, to our surprise; she was on the side of the motorist.  I don’t think we got ice cream that day.

There was a teenage boy who lived across the street from us in Green Bay, who worked on a farm and rode a horse home from work in the evenings.  If we behaved, he let us sit on the horse, which was almost as exciting as hearing that Good Humor Man’s chimes.

In gratitude for his kindness, I attempted to help out the boy’s family by depositing a wheelbarrow full of manure at the back of their lot.  That was a big job for a little boy, too big in fact.  Before I got ten feet I lost control of the wheelbarrow and dumped the load of manure into their front yard.  That’s me all over: good intentions but not necessarily with the best results.

The second house that we rented in Green Bay was on the northeast side of town, an area where the population was mostly immigrants.  These were poor families, living in homes that often lacked running water and, consequently, the children were less than hygienic - to use a term popular from that time.  At school, the teacher would begin each day by asking the class, “Are you faces clean?” Of course everyone would answer in the affirmative, which was, I suppose technically correct.  Now if the teacher had gone on, and asked about the condition of their necks or their ears the answers might have been very different.

Many of the students in this part of town also began their day without the benefit of a good breakfast, so at school everyone was given a carton of milk and a graham cracker, mid-morning, and a malted milk tablet in the afternoon.  Those special treats were about all I remember of first grade in Green Bay.  Looking back now I think I might have been mildly dyslexic, as I transposed both numbers and letters.  Regardless, when the school year ended and the teacher-parent conferences were held, it was decided that I would repeat first grade, while my twin Clark would move on.

The Secretary Hawkins Club

It was in Green Bay, in house number two, that I established a short-lived Chapter of the Secretary Hawkins Club.  Secretary Hawkins was a radio program that advertised breakfast cereal.  If you collected the requisite number of box tops and sent them in, you received what was promised to be a magnificent assortment of items, including: a Club Charter, instructions on how to organize your own Chapter, an authentic gavel, and a paper mache’ statue of Secretary Hawkins himself!

I was disappointed right away because Secretary Hawkins, as depicted by his statue, was just a fat kid in knickers.  Nevertheless, I attempted to persevere and commandeered the front hall closet for Club Headquarters.  It was a fairly small room but, as it would turn out, was of adequate size for the club membership.  Naturally the first, and only, members I recruited were my six and eight year old brothers, along with my three-year-old sister Mary.  The boys resigned their membership after the first meeting, perhaps recognizing that I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.  My younger sister participated to the best of her ability, by which I mean she would often leave in the middle of a meeting to “go potty”, take a nap, or drink her bottle.  She also took offense at my excessive use of the gavel, often leaving me alone in the closet with several items remaining on the agenda.  In reality then, my chapter of the Secretary Hawkins Club had only one member: me.

For a while I attempted to keep the chapter alive, voting unanimously for this or that motion, breaking ties by my vote, and gaveling down dissenters.  Eventually though, the pressure got to me and I closed the closet door.

The Secretary Hawkins Club experience left me with a life-long aversion for all things organizational.  In later life, whenever I could, I avoided responsibility, skipped out of meetings, or if it fell to me to organize a gathering of business associates, made sure the meeting was as short as possible.  In fact I got a reputation for holding fast, efficient meetings.  And I owe it all to that fat kid in knickers.

Sports

My Dad, indifferent or ignorant as to the wide differences in temperament from one sibling to the other, decided that the boys should learn to box.  He purchased two pairs to boxing gloves, took all three of us down into the basement, and let us duke it out.  I’ve never been the aggressive sort, so my boxing skills developed mainly on the defensive end.  In other words, I got pummeled.  

I’ve never liked getting hit in the face, or any other part of my anatomy for that matter, and for the life of me I can’t understand why anyone would willingly subject himself or herself to such abuse.  Consequently, so-called “contact sports” of any kind have always been low on my list of fun activities.

Around the same time I was learning the manly art of having my head handed to me, I was invited to a schoolmate’s birthday party where, along with the traditional birthday games, they had a foot race.  To my surprise, I won the foot race and was awarded a green coal shovel.  I guess they were out of laurel wreaths, but at least they got the color right.

Most Saturdays, Dad would head in to the cheese factory, to catch up on his paperwork, and to keep us out of mischief he would take us up to the box department.  In those days, the boxes were made on some pretty heavy machinery that nailed the wood pieces together.  Dad thought nothing of showing us how the machinery worked, then left us there unsupervised to nail boxes together, another example of the laisse-faire method of raising children.

Hugh’s Weakness

My older brother Hugh was a ‘take charge’ kind of guy.  It was Hugh who would select which game we would play, make up the rules, and choose the sides.  There may have been others in our group who were a foot taller, or two years older, but all bent to Hugh’s will.  That went for us siblings as well, and we were always very careful not to challenge him.

So it was a surprise to find out that Hugh was not the man of steel we thought he was.  Hugh was in fact, quite vulnerable.  We discovered Hugh’s vulnerability quite by accident.  One evening Mother was reading to us, as she often did, from a book entitled “Tobey Tyler Joins the Circus”.  It was not a particularly exciting story, the highlight being the sudden death of Tobey’s pet monkey.  I remember Hugh’s reaction when she read the section about the monkey’s demise.  His eyes began to well up, his lips began to quiver, suddenly the dam burst and Hugh began to sob uncontrollably.

We didn’t have many books in the house, so Mother often read the same story on many occasions.  Whenever she read Tobey Tyler, Hugh’s reaction was the same.  Mother always cautioned us, privately, to ignore Hugh’s reaction, but though we didn’t laugh out loud, when his lip began to quiver and his eyes to well up, we lesser beings exchanged quick, knowing glances to one another, content in the knowledge that Hugh too was human, after all.
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In Hugh’s Defense

I really don’t want to leave the wrong impression of Hugh and how his siblings felt about him.  In reality Hugh’s patriarchal instincts brought him to the defense of us all on many occasions when we were children, and when we reached adulthood as well.  Throughout our lives we couldn’t resist his offers of aid, or to participate in one of his many endeavors.  As we both got along in years, Hugh and I got along very well, and I used to look forward to his regular Sunday night phone calls.

A Sad Time

Both my twin brother Clark and I had pneumonia when we were boys and it must have damaged his heart, for when he endured a second bout, he didn’t survive.  That same year both my mother’s parents passed away.  It was a trying time for the family, and especially for me.  Clark and I were very close and I relied on him for quite a lot.  His passing left a void in my life that it took me years to fill.

Chapter 3: The Old Neighborhood

The Way Things Were

In 1933, Dad was transferred by Kraft’s to Freeport, Illinois to manage a large cheese-processing factory.  We moved to Float Street, just south of the city limits.

In those days, because of poverty or perhaps the lack of medical knowledge, any deformities you were born with you lived with.  If your front teeth stuck out you were nicknamed “Buck”, or if you walked with a limp you might be called “Hop-a-Long.”  There was a man in the neighborhood who was born what they called a clubfoot, so that one foot faced forward and the other backward.  Mother called him “Mr. East and West.”  I don’t think we were crueler than people today or less sensitive.  Political correctness was an unknown concept at that time.

Divorce was not common in those good old days, for a variety of reasons.  For one, if a man realized he couldn’t stand his better half, or if he couldn’t cope with the responsibilities of a family, the standard response was simply to desert them.  Secondly, there was a stigma attached to divorce, mainly for women, who after a divorce were considered by many men as “damaged goods” and were spurned by most of their neighbors.  One of these “spurned women” lived across the street from us and supported herself, in part, by giving piano lessons.  My mother actually allowed my sister Mary to go into the divorcee’s house to take lessons from “that woman”, which was a cause of great concern for the other ladies of the neighborhood.

Most people take pleasure in pain, agony, stress and general discomfort, that is, if it isn’t their own.  In my childhood days we didn’t have TV, so the annual “walkathon” provided all of that.  Promoters would rent a hall, set up bleachers, sell tickets, and sign up contestants who had to walk and/or dance without rest until fatigue had winnowed the contestants down to one last couple.  The promoters weren’t stupid: they knew it was in their best interest to keep the contest going as long as possible.  They allowed the contestants bathroom breaks, though they had to eat and sleep while maintaining some kind of continuous movement.  They also encouraged the fans to adopt particular contestants and, when their favorites dropped out, those fans would often shower them with cash.  It was the biggest show in town and it went on for weeks.  Days after the last couple had claimed their $500 prize it was still the talk of the town.

Charley Beer

Charley Beer lived in what was once a stately, three-story Victorian mansion with a gigantic front yard and, out back, a four-bay carriage house.  To say the property had seen better days does not do justice to Charley Beer’s place.  Charley and his wife occupied only half of the first floor.  The other half and all of the second and third floors were empty, boarded up, and falling apart.  The carriage house was in even worse shape, partly due to the goats.  

Actually most of the goats were tethered in the front yard, though there was also quite a herd farther out back in the fields.  Behind the carriage house was the domain of rabbits, which lived in a long row of hutches.  If you had a hankering for goats’ milk or rabbit, Charley was the king.  As far as anyone knew, that was Charley Beer’s sole source of income.

The strange house, the tethered goats, and the endless supply of rabbits were odd enough, but Charley Beer was also notable for having one leg considerably shorter than the other, causing him to bob up and down as he walked, like a cork in a stream.

The big holiday at Charley Beer’s place was Easter, naturally enough, as it was traditional for parents to pick up a cute little rabbit or two for the kids there.  As I remember it, parents would pick a female rabbit, called a doe, and as a kind of bonus Charley would place a male, a buck, into the cage for the minimally required time.  What a bargain: for the price of one you got, well, more rabbits.  If the buck rabbits had a calendar, Easter Sunday would have been circled in red.  And to tell the truth, for the kids in the neighborhood, the Buck and Doe Show was quite the attraction too.  There was no sex education in schools in those days, no racy magazines at the drugstore, no drive-in movies.  Buck and Doe was the best we could do for a sex education.

Mystery Man

Charley Beer’s brother, and Aldora Beer’s father, used to walk around with his shirt-pocket crammed with pencils, but in all of the time I knew him I never once saw him write anything down.  I thought this meant that either he never came across anything worth recording or he didn’t know how to write at all.  The pencils, perhaps, were his way of hiding the embarrassing fact of his illiteracy.  He also had the habit of wearing two shirts at one time no matter what the weather.  No one ever questioned these quirks of Mr. Beer.  I suppose they thought it was none of their business, or maybe they just didn’t care.  But for me, though I thought about him infrequently, he remained a man of mystery. 

Granny Davis

 When I was in grammar school, even way back then, there must have been guidelines for teachers regarding the treatment of students.  There must have been a chapter or two on what teachers were not supposed to do, what not to throw, what not to scream.  I guess Granny Davis skipped over that section.

Granny Davis was my 4th Grade teacher.  If you looked out the window, yawned, or weren’t looking her way when she expected you to, Granny would toss anything she could get her hands on your way.  I was the kind of kid who always felt that what was going on outside the classroom window was more interesting than what was going on inside, consequently I was one of her favorite targets.  Luckily for me, Granny wasn’t exactly Sandy Koufax.  Many of her missiles hit their mark, but not all, thank goodness.

Granny Davis also roamed the classroom and when she was in the back she liked to sneak up and smack you on the back of your head, for no apparent reason.  Brave students would often act as a kind of early warning system then, whispering “here comes Granny”, so you could prepare yourself for the blow.

It was hard not to glower at Granny, after she had connected with a fast ball, or caught you unawares, sneaking up from the rear, and when I gave her even the slightest look of resentment, she’d snap at me, saying she didn’t like my attitude.  For obvious reasons, I wasn’t too thrilled with hers.

I got a measure of revenge on Granny Davis about half-dozen years later when she happened to pass through my neighborhood.  She actually tried to “cut through” our back yard to Maple Street, to visit friends there.  But unbeknownst to Granny, since her last “cut through” the neighbor directly behind our house, tired of fly balls from our backyard games landing in his garden, had erected a fence.  I’m not sure if it was dark, or if the light was in her eyes, but for some reason Granny went straight into this fence, then started to pinball around the neighborhood.  She went from the fence, into our garage, then south into another fence.  Totally bewildered she began pacing back and forth like a caged animal.  My mother, looking out our back window, spied Granny’s berserk little dance, felt sympathy for her plight, and implored me to go to her rescue.  It had been years since Granny had last connected with one of her fast balls, but as I was still smarting, I refused.  As far as I was concerned Granny could keep going round and round until, like the tigers in that old children’s story “Little Black Sambo,” she turned to butter.

The Color of Horseshit

When he was six, my younger brother Joe wore the same outfit every day, consisting of pants, shirt, oversized vest and, courtesy of a promotion by Texaco, a bright red fireman’s hat.  He seemed to feel this uniform gave him a certain authority because that same year, in this comical attire, he used to amble a block or so over to the Brown’s, house, stand in the street, and loudly proclaim, “What’s the color of horseshit?  Brown, Brown, Brown!”

The Brown children consisted of several young boys and their protector, a thirteen-year-old girl named Marcella.  Joe would recite his taunt until he got the attention of the Browns, after which, holding tight onto his fireman’s hat, he would hightail it back to our porch, pursued closely by Marcella and the Brown boys.  For a few minutes, Marcella and the others would mill about our yard, gnashing their teeth like hyenas intent upon the remnants of a lion’s kill.  But then, inevitably, they’d depart with Marcella promising legal action if ever Joe dared to repeat his performance.

One day, when there was a kind of truce between the two families, Marcella and the boys showed up in our yard to watch a solar eclipse.  The Brown children were equipped with sunglasses, courtesy of Mrs. Brown, believing this would protect their eyes from the sun’s dangerous rays.  But Haggie, another neighborhood boy, was adamant that the sunglasses were not sufficient protection.  Haggie, even at ten, was a closet smoker, so he just happened to have a box of matches and before anyone could stop him, he struck a match and began to “smoke” the lenses of the Brown’s sunglasses.  In those days the frames of sunglasses were often made of celluloid, a plastic-like substance that was first used as a kind of imitation ivory.  It was also highly flammable.  Before you could say “Brown” three times, the sunglasses were history.  It was Haggie who did it, but as the murder of the sunglasses took place at our house, the truce was off.  As usual, Marcella promised prompt and severe legal repercussions.  And as usual, we never heard from their lawyers.

Gus Hagadorn

Gus Hagadorn and his brother-in-law had a shack on a lake in Wisconsin.  His son Eugene was a friend of mine, so one summer my older brother and I were invited to go up for a week of fishing.  The shack was without amenities of any kind.  If we needed to go to the bathroom we were given a shovel and pointed toward the woods.  When we were finished eating we took our plates down to the shore, used sand to scour them, and the lake for a quick rinse.  The silverware was cleaned by a few thrusts into the ground to get rid of any accumulated egg from the morning’s breakfast, and then wiped on the trousers.  As far as I remember it I never washed my face that entire week, and if it weren’t for a few dips in the lake, the rest of me wouldn’t have fared much better.  The living was easy and thoroughly enjoyable.  It also explains why, for reasons of sanitation, men should never be left alone.[image: image20.jpg]N\
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Gus worked for my dad at the Kraft’s plant, where his job consisted of nailing the lids on the five-pound boxes of cheese.  Conveniently, those same lids fit very neatly into Gus’ lunch box.  Gus was pretty handy with tools, and one day he invited our family over to his house to see his latest project.  He had built himself a tidy little shed in his backyard.  It was straight and plumb, and shingled all around with several hundred Kraft’s box lids.

Dad was speechless.  For the sake of neighborhood harmony however, he never said another word about the lid caper.

B. F. Schultz

B. F. Schultz was a self-made man.  He also happened to be our landlord at that time and received rent on sixty-seven other properties in town as well.  As I understand it, he got his start in business by selling farm produce.  He’d get up early in the morning to be there when the earliest trains arrived in Freeport from Chicago, and after the grocery buyers had picked over the fruits and vegetables, he’d take what remained at a big discount.  He’d then load this overly ripe and damaged produce onto a pushcart, and sell it around town.

The money he made from the produce enabled him to buy his first properties.  The rent he made from those properties enabled him to buy more houses.  In the process he also acquired a wife and children, but these proved less manageable than his other ventures.  

In what might have been the first failure of his life, his wife, probably tired of eating brown bananas and over-ripe tomatoes, divorced him.  B.F.’s initial reaction was to take a hammer to every dish in the house.  But standing in the shards of his anger, B.F.’s entrepreneurial nature took over.  Making something out of damaged goods was how he got his start.  In the vacant lot next to his house he constructed armatures out of metal rods and chicken wire, covered them with cement, and imbedded the shards of the dishes into the wet cement.  The vacant lot soon was filled with shard-art fences, uncomfortable chairs, unusable tables, and an ark’s worth of unrecognizable animals.

B. F. used to buy a single cigar every day, even though he didn’t smoke.  What he did do was chew on that stogie with gusto on one end until it was frayed to the point of disintegration, then turn it around and start on the other end.

Mr. Schultz lived just around the corner from us, so I was often given the job of delivering the monthly rent check of $35.  When I did, I was often greeted by the man with his chewed stogie, looking like a bowel movement, hanging out of his mouth.  Though it obviously pained him to do so, when I delivered the check B.F. would reward me with what was, for him, a rarity: a bright red, unblemished apple.  It probably broke his heart.

Shortly after he died, B. F.’s son committed suicide and his daughter took up with a well-known hustler.  In no time at all, she and her boyfriend had frittered away the Schultz fortune, taking round the world cruises and indulging in other expensive pursuits.

There are plenty of books out there that purport to tell you how to make a fortune in real estate, but they usually stop there.  No book I know of tells you what happens once the fortune is made.  Perhaps that’s just as well.

Cris Van Lou

Cris Van Lou rented our garage to run a milk depot: he sold raw, un-pasteurized milk (“bring your own container”) for five cents a gallon.  Our house was just outside the city limits, so we were both convenient to a wealth of customers, and yet not subject to the city’s sanitation laws.

A couple of times a week Cris would prevail on one of us kids to tend the depot while he made a “delivery”.  He would load a gallon of milk into a can marked “Oysters”, place the can in a Civil War knapsack, and take off.  We learned later that this was actually no milk delivery at all: he was headed to Jenny Margaret’s, a bar and brothel located on the other side of town.

On Fridays, a few of us kids would ride home with Cris and spend the weekend on his farm.  One weekend we headed out, ostensibly for the farm, when Cris announced he had to make one more delivery.  While we made ourselves as comfortable as possible sitting on old milk cans, Cris disappeared into Jenny's for close to three hours.  He finally came out and we drove a few miles out of town, where his nineteen-year-old son had been waiting for hours as well.  Turns out they only had one set of license plates, and his son needed them for his own car so he could drive into town “legally”.  The son wasn’t too happy, and he and Chris exchanged several choice words in German as they made the plate switch.  When he finally drove off and we drove on to the farm, Cris’ wife Marie took up where the son had left off, giving him Hell in German.  By then it was eleven o’clock at night.  That was the last “milk run” any of us ever made.

Cris’ wife Marie wasn’t exactly a bundle of joy either.  I remember when she sent out their hired man, Del, and me, to plant beans in the summer garden.  We were instructed to place exactly three beans in each hill, but we fudged that a bit in our haste to complete the work, often dropping in more than three in each hole.  When we got about three-quarters of the way through the garden we ran out of beans.  Marie stormed out into the garden and dug up a few of our bean mounds, discovering that we had not followed her instructions.  She had us dig up every “hill of beans”, and start from scratch.  Del later explained Marie’s behavior by the fact that she had “the rag on” (the term “menstruation” was not in Del’s vocabulary).

On another occasion Marie complained that she needed new linoleum in the kitchen.  Though she didn’t have the money, she had us remove all of the furniture from the kitchen.  Then, after mopping the floor, she went out into their shed and gathered up all of the partially-filled cans of paint she could find, came back in and spattered paint on the kitchen floor.  It was this same technique that brought Jackson Pollock fame some thirty years later.

A Farmer’s Life

Dad had been raised on his Uncle Connie’s farm.  Given his “druthers”, he would have been a farmer himself, but he didn’t have the resources to purchase his own place.  When he was first married, he was working on a farm, but back then a hired man’s pay could never have supported a growing family.  So, when Uncle Buck got him a job at Kraft’s cheese plant, the family moved to Plymouth, Wisconsin.

Dad did well at Kraft’s, but it was clear he always yearned for the farmer’s life.  One of his favorite things to do, when he wasn’t working at the plant, was to park downtown on a Saturday night and listen to the farmers in their bib overalls talk about the weather, the price of hogs, and the government.  This, I heard it said, was one of the few times these farmers got to communicate with someone with two legs that wasn’t their wife.

Farmer’s wives had a better social life than you might think, mainly because of the telephone.  The farm phone was then on what they called “a party line”, a line that was shared among a dozen phones or more, each with their own distinctive ring.  Those old phones had a crank on the side, and to call a particular neighbor you gave the crank a certain number of turns, or half turns.  If you wanted to talk to Mrs. Sniderman, for example, you’d give the phone two longs and one short (half) crank.  Everyone on the line heard the phone ringing, and learned to recognize their ring from others.  But, human nature being what it is, the forbidden practice of “listening in” was rather common.  All you had to do was gently lift up the receiver, trying to avoid any telltale clicks, and you could find out who just purchased a new tractor, whose bull was on loan, or whose daughter was quietly being sent to stay with a distant cousin in Iowa.  That night, the raw data would be analyzed at the supper table and the family would conclude when the baby would be born, who the father was, and what this meant for the social standing of the family in question.

Not surprisingly, the kitchen was the center of farm life.  Every kitchen had a large, wood-burning stove that served as the home’s hearth (and heart), and where almost every meal was prepared (restaurant meals were reserved for special occasions and fast food was not even a fantasy).  Once the final meal was eaten, and the dishes cleared away, the kitchen became a sitting room.  Though there were no easy chairs, everyone was quite at ease leaning over the table to talk, reading the paper by a single electric bulb, or listening to the radio.  Most farm kitchens also had a washstand with a bowl, mirror, and a container for combs and brushes.  It was here that everyone cleaned up after a day in the fields, sharing combs, brushes and a towel that was washed once a week.  Dirty water was just tossed out the back door.

There was a parlor in most farmhouses, with easy chairs resting on a real carpet, doily-covered tables, and an ornamental lamp, but this room was reserved for special company.  The preacher or the teacher might be entertained here, but it was strictly off limits for family.  The shades were always kept drawn, so it was often the coolest room in the house.  On exceptionally warm days, we were allowed to lay on the carpet and catch a wink, before going back to work.

We bathed but once a week, usually Saturday evening before going to town.  A galvanized washtub was placed on the kitchen floor, and hot water from a reservoir built into the wood stove, was added to the tub, ladle by ladle, tempered with cold water straight out of the pump in the sink.  If there were children, the youngest went first, and everyone that followed used the same water.

The outhouse was generally not too far out, situated as close to the house as possible.  Periodically though, it had to be moved, as the holes filled up.  As a result the outhouse was used mainly by the women of the house, the men making use of the barn.  A porcelain pot was placed under the bed at night, and emptied in the morning.  At one place that I worked, we boys dispensed with the use of the pot altogether: we simply opened the window.  The lady of the house never understood why bushes planted on that side of the house never survived.

The upstairs bedrooms were rarely heated, back then, so to take a little chill out of the sheets, we carried a brick (that had been warmed on the stove) upstairs with us when it was bedtime.  We wrapped the brick in cloth, and placed it under the covers by our feet.  Though we took off our shoes and our pants, for added warmth we kept our shirt, underwear and socks on in bed.

This might not describe every farmhouse, but was typical of the farms that I worked on as a boy.

The Cousins

Mother’s brother Buck was intelligent and personable, and those attributes helped him rise quickly through the ranks and become part of the management at the local Kraft’s factory in Plymouth, Wisconsin.  At about the same time that Uncle Buck’s career started to take off, we moved back to town from the farm and Buck was able to give Dad a job at the factory.  My father was forever grateful, and over the next twenty years he did his best to repay Uncle Buck for his kindness.  That wasn’t always easy though, because some years after Uncle Buck hired Dad, he himself was fired.

It’s the old question, which came first.  Was it his failed marriage, or the booze?  Uncle Buck had married a striking beauty named Florence who, just six months earlier, had been released from a mental institution.  At first, everything had gone well.  Buck was a rising star at Kraft’s, and at home Florence was raising three children.  But then Kraft’s transferred Uncle Buck to Atlanta, Georgia and the marriage began to fall apart.  Uncle Buck took to the bottle and Kraft’s let him go.

That scenario was repeated, in part, over and over again over the next decade.  Dad would track down Buck, make an effort to sober him up, and then get him a job at the factory.  It wouldn’t be long before he’d fall off the wagon, disappear, and the search would begin again.  I remember going with Dad on one of these rescue missions, finding Uncle Buck in a dismal room, with a bad case of the shakes, trying to make coffee in a frying pan, with the sink piled high with dirty dishes.

Uncle Buck’s oldest son John never graduated from high school, but unlike his father, he could keep a job.  I remember the times he was delivering groceries, driving a laundry truck, and working at a turkey farm.  John was just as busy at home.  He and his wife Judy somehow managed to have fourteen children.  When his expenses exceeded his income, which with fourteen children was not that difficult to do, John would “hang paper”, an old expression that meant that he knowingly bounced a few checks.  The local judges, understanding the circumstances, were relatively lenient with him and usually he’d be sentenced to a weekend or so in jail, and be released on probation.

Despite their circumstances, they seemed happy.  Judy was the envy of all the women who knew her because, despite all of her children, less than a month after delivering her latest child she’d have her girlish figure back.  You would have thought that after three, six, and finally, fourteen children that something would have sagged, but it never seemed to happen.

Dad recognized the hardships under which John’s family labored and did whatever he could to help John out.  I remember one occasion in particular, we just happened to drive out to Apple River where they were living at the time, stopped at the grocery store, paid off the bill they had run up, loaded up a few boxes with groceries and candy for the children, then stopped by to pay them a visit.  Of course, they were always happy to see us.  The children, especially, for it was rare for them to have sweets.  It might have been that the grocers in the town were even happier, as they had usually been waiting to be paid for months.

Actually, John’s family might have had it pretty good, compared to Uncle Buck’s other children.  They remained at home with their mother, under very difficult circumstances.  They never knew where their next meal was coming from.  If the cupboard was bare, they often showed up at our door where they were seated at our table.  Buck’s youngest child Clara, in fact, lived with us during her last year in high school.

Buck’s other child was called Buckey and, being my age, he and I spent a good deal of time together.  As he dined with us on a regular basis, his mother Florence felt the need to reciprocate.  She insisted that Buckey invite me to dinner at their house and one time I accepted.  I arrived and waited for the meal.  About seven o’clock, Florence gave a nickel to Buckey and instructed him to go down to the store and buy a package of Mrs. Grasses’ Dry Soup Mix.  The package, after hot water was added, was supposed to make one full serving.  Florence divided that serving four ways and, without crackers, drinks, or anything else that was the ‘meal’ that Florence served.  I ate again when I returned home.

Buckey was born with a rock in his hand, though it was never there for long.  When he was five, he threw a rock at their canary.  The trouble was that the canary was in the house in front of a large bay window and Buckey was not.

The story of the rock, the canary, and the broken window was a funny one for his father to relate.  However, Uncle Buck didn’t get too many chances to tell this funny story because three weeks later, after the window had been repaired, Buckey repeated his feat.  The repeat performance lost its humor.

Buckey was addicted to throwing stones.  No glass insulator on the top of a telephone pole escaped his attention.  One day, he and I were walking downtown together, tossing a baseball back and forth, when we passed under the light bulb ringed marquee of the Patio Theatre.  The temptation was too great for him and he let the baseball fly at the marquee’s row of bulbs.  Before he could boast of the accuracy of his aim, we were on the run, escaping from a Theatre employee who was in hot pursuit.  As we ran, Buckey breathlessly reported: “I got three of them.”

That week the Patio Theatre happened to be showing a film that I desperately wanted to see.  Fearful that the employee who had chased us down the street might recognize me, I donned a disguise.  I “borrowed” an adult-size fedora, lined it with newspaper for a better fit, and wore it to the theatre.  As it turned out, the employee was nowhere in sight, and I escaped detection.  Looking back though, I have to believe that my oversized, lined fedora must have created quite a suspicious appearance.

Years later, Buckey and I were discussing the Theatre incident, and his rock-throwing career in general, and I asked him what he considered the crowning achievement of that part of his life.  He thought for a while, then recalled the time that he  was strolling down the railroad tracks in Chicago.  The Super Chief was racing by, under a full head of steam, and with unerring aim, Buckey launched a stone that took out the headlight of that mechanical wonder.

Chapter 4: The New Neighborhood

Grandpa Dorst

With five kids, a live-in relative, a hired girl, and my parents, the house on Float Street became too small.  Dad found a larger house on Chicago Avenue where we lived for the next six years until I left for the West.

Grandpa John Dorst had never kept in touch with our family, so it was a complete surprise when one day he showed up at the Kraft’s factory, looking for my Dad.  He was in sorry shape and reeked of smoke from the campfire he had slept next to the night before.  Dad took him downtown and bought him a complete new wardrobe, then brought him back to the factory, where he shaved and showered before coming to our home.

He had been living hand-to-mouth for quite some time, traveling the country while he manufactured and sold an implement that was indispensable to American housewives.  He demonstrated this product for us, opening his bedroll and withdrawing a three-foot long, two by eight inch wooden plank that had nails partially pounded into its surface.  He also carried a roll of heavy gauge wire, which he cut to length.  After a few deft motions, he produced a device that was supposed to safely and easily remove mason jars from scalding hot water, part of the canning process that most housewives used to preserve food.

After just a week with us, Grandpa Dorst decided he would pay a visit to other relatives living in Wisconsin.  Dad bought him his bus ticket, and gave him a handful of cash.  Shortly thereafter, we received phone calls from those relatives who were, to a man, impressed with Grandpa Dorst’ apparent prosperity.  After all, he wore a new suit of clothes, flourished a thick roll of bills, and had this marvelous device that no self-respecting housewife could do without!

Some time later, we heard that Grandpa Dorst had died in California, though that was never substantiated.  Decades later, I was standing in line at a Post Office in Florida, and struck up a conversation with an elderly woman from Pennsylvania.  Her maiden name was also Dorst, she said, and her father’s name was John.  I wondered!

John, I later discovered, was a Zeelander from the northeast region of Holland.  I came across this information from an old newspaper clipping which told of Grandpa’s arrest for spousal abuse.  His first wife’s name had been Magdelein Sonke, and she had died when my father was just eight years old.  When John re-married, Dad didn’t “cotton” to the new wife, so he went to live on the farm with his Uncle Connie.

Connie Dorst

Connie and Nettie Dorst had two sons and four daughters and were happy to add another boy to the crew.  Dad, as I said before, loved life on the farm, so he fit in well with his cousins right away.

Connie, it was said, was thrifty and resourceful (in other words, cheap).  He never went to town just for a visit; he always had something to sell.  He sold hay or grain to residents who kept horses, raised chickens, or had their own cows.  He also brought fresh eggs or fresh-picked vegetables to town, and traded them at the grocery store.  Even when he ambled down the lane to fetch the cows for milking, Connie carried a fork that he used to pick and pitch cow pies over the fence into the fields.  “Fields need fertilizer,” Connie would say, “lanes do not”.  

Later, when he had his own family, Dad would bring us back to Uncle Connie’s farm on Sundays.  Dad always brought Connie a cigar, which was saved for a special occasion.  For everyday enjoyment, Uncle Connie preferred to chew tobacco, often spitting the juices out the car window when he traveled.  As we kids were “back-seaters”, we often got our own taste of Uncle Connie’s tobacco.

On one of those Sunday visits, we found the Dorst family in a very somber mood.  It seems Bub, the youngest son, had imbibed an excess amount of alcohol the night before, and on arriving home had up-chucked in the outhouse.  As if that wasn’t enough, Bub’s violent vomiting had also dislodged his false teeth, which had ended up somewhere in the depths of the outhouse as well.  When we arrived, Bub was attempting to retrieve his false teeth with aid of a garden hoe.

Bub Dorst never married, and spent his life as a hired man.  Maury, the older son, was a self-taught engineer, and ended up working for Dad at Kraft’s and, for a time, lived in our Freeport home.

Another relative that came to live with us for a time was Loretta Sinner.  Loretta had a bubbly personality and looks to match, and for a time Maury was smitten.  But Maury never had a chance, as Loretta quickly fell for local heartthrob Harry Lohr.  Harry was widely considered a handsome fellow, standing 6 foot 2 inches tall, with classic features augmented by a pencil-thin mustache.  The general consensus was that Harry was a dead ringer for John Boles, a matinee idol of the era.  Harry didn’t disagree with the assessment, even going so far as to wear riding breeches and boots.  

Harry never made it to the silver screen or knew one end of a horse from another.  In fact, Harry worked with Dad at the cheese factory, so his Hollywood posturing was a source of great amusement for our family.  Despite this, Harry and Loretta were really in love.  They married and moved to Foreston, where they grazed sheep and raised two bright sons.  They remained together until Harry’s death.

I ran into Loretta when she was a widow of about sixty years of age, and she was still cute as a button.

Kraft’s Cheese Company

[image: image22.jpg]


In its early days Kraft’s Cheese Company had a real family atmosphere.  They sponsored numerous activities for their employees, including the annual company picnic, held south of town.  During that picnic Todd, a huge man, enforced “decorum”, and I remember seeing him beat up a fellow employee who had gotten sloppy drunk.  I told you it was like a family.

[image: image23.jpg]s e e by
e Y Ay
Akt &5?&#"& ¥
%’M IV

%
e
bW
s

3

\

R B
; O |
s -’,QY“ 4 ¢

o

-
+ wn’wm a‘j y ,,M..Jt,‘w A -
s 4 e

w

¥

L ¥ ',:“‘ .
LRV, t¢ N
(N
gl % Poa gt
o AR g V4 %l’" L]
g VIR L,
RN PR | Ly
’ Ll Tt UL ¢
" TN A
Fidp o % 7(,‘ I"?'{‘;f
4 +P i ’:‘;5 4');”', O
A ﬁf*’ R
g" % ,)‘; 4
.:3 5 b
TR AL Y
g‘ ', "J‘ d'} ‘:'
A | Yaumt o4
a" g MR 1L " ' 2
5] o G A
I g e b NP
Ll b /,(WI’QJ-‘{,

i

LR

‘\ja\b“)' l\'{'uf.\

NG5t o
\p i o B,
N

X

.
S i d g
% ol

T
“
@ =




Kraft’s also sponsored a choral group that held an annual recital.  For some reason, Dad felt compelled to join that group, but before the date of the recital he withdrew.  Whether he had been politely asked to withdraw or had done so out of his own volition I do not know.  I do know that the only song I had ever heard him sing had something to do with a dying cowboy.  Perhaps the distance from the Streets of Laredo to the Hallelujah Chorus, proved too great.

Dad was a landlord’s dream.  Anything that needed doing, any repair that needed to be made, Dad accomplished - with the use Kraft’s company employees.  Painters, carpenters, electricians, engineers, they were his for the taking, at company expense.  This practice was not only not discouraged, it was encouraged.  It was one of the perks of management - and it went both ways.  If Norman Kraft needed help during the harvest season at the big farm he had purchased for his son, Dad would line up a dozen or so families for a weekend of  “bringing in the sheaves”.

Norm Kraft and Dad were close friends and when Norm came to Freeport on business, he brought his wife Mae along.  She loved talking to our mother and found the antics of us kids a source of amusement.

There were a few Kraft’s employees who had college educations, and Dad viewed them with equal doses of awe and disdain, depending on their abilities.  On one occasion, the stoker on our furnace broke down, and he brought in a recently graduated engineer from the plant to fix it.  The poor fellow spent the better part of day trying to get the stoker to work, but finally gave up.  This confirmed my father’s belief that a college education wasn’t everything.  Whether his children should attend college was never discussed, much less encouraged.  But neither was a college education discouraged.  He felt the same years later when, after World War II, I decided to take advantage of the GI Bill and enroll in college.  He drove me to school on the first day of classes and his parting words were, “If you can’t make this college thing, don’t worry, I can always get you a position at Kraft’s.”

Though Dad wasn’t convinced about the benefits of a college education, he did have faith in people, people like Bill Linsted
.  Bill was an inveterate tinkerer, a fixer-upper, and at his best, an inventor.  Before he’d come to Kraft’s he’d punched cows in Iowa.  Where he’d found cows in Iowa, which was one big cornfield back then, I haven’t a clue, but if anyone could find a cow in Iowa, it would have been Bill.  Bill had also lost an eye somewhere along the way (perhaps one of cows had punched back), but somehow he still found his way out of Iowa and to Illinois.

To Dad, and Kraft’s Cheese, Bill was invaluable.  If the factory needed a new machine to wrap a five-pound brick of cheese, Bill could make one up out of spare parts, gears, levers, and bicycle chains.  As I remember it, every Rube Goldberg contraption that Bill put together had to have at least one bicycle chain.  Dad said there was never a mechanical problem that Bill couldn’t solve and all of that without the benefit of a so-called higher education.

After Bill retired from Kraft’s, he became a kind of one-man engineering firm, creating labor saving devices for a variety of customers.  He built a bale lifter, a berry picker, and dozens of other ingenious devices.  If you had a need, he figured out a way to make it work.  

We didn’t know much about genetics then, but we knew the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.  Bill’s son Kenny was also a mechanically gifted, with remarkably skilled hands.  Kenny built a model sailboat, meticulously detailed, and with many working parts.  I borrowed the model for a school project and, to my horror, a bumbling schoolmate accidentally snapped off the sailboat’s mast.  For months after I brought it home, it sat on my dresser with its broken mast, each day adding to my feeling of unbearable guilt.  When I finally mustered enough courage to return the sailboat though, Kenny dismissed the broken mast, saying, “That’s nothing.  I can repair that in no time.” I felt as if I had been released from prison.

Malingering

Dad was always willing to help out a relative, giving many jobs at the cheese factory.  On one occasion he gave a relative the job of cleaning the factory’s rest rooms.  The relative gladly accepted the position, he just did his best not to clean any toilets, wash any sinks, or mop any floors.  He got away with this for some time, mainly by hiding out in a stall and, when anyone came into the room, grunting loud and long and finishing it with a flush.  He openly boasted that he had gone an entire pay period without doing a lick of work.

The term for this was malingering and, with 400 employees, it was rampant at Kraft’s and not easily detected.  Dad was aware what was going on but was philosophical about it.  He offered me the following advice, should I ever have a business of my own: “Never employ more people than you can see at one time.”

Fishing with Tony

Out of four hundred employees at Kraft’s the only one of Japanese descent was Tony Tizanara.  I don’t think Tony was his real name, it was probably an Americanized version of his Japanese name.  

We didn’t know much about the Japanese then.  Heck, we didn’t know the difference between Japanese, Chinese, and Korean.  That’s probably why, when my folks entertained, Tony was brought over to cook Chinese food.  Remarkably, Tony’s dinners were a big success.  I don’t know whether it says more about my taste in food or Tony’s culinary skill, but after that first Chinese dish I was hooked.  Tony’s Japanese take on Chinese food became, in fact, the standard by which I judged Chinese restaurants for the rest of my life.  

And Tony became a friend of the family too, sometimes even vacationing with us later at Wade House in Greenbush, Wisconsin.  On those occasions, Tony and I liked to get up early, drive over to the Sheboygan marshes, and fish for bullheads.  The slough was filled with them, and by ten o’clock we’d already have at least fifty.  When we got back to Wade House, Tony would get to work: he’d cut a ring around their heads and drive a nail through their skulls into a plank.  Then, using a pair of pliers, he’d peel back the skin like a banana.  After that, he’d quickly gut them, dip them in batter, and drop them into a deep-fat fryer.  Who needs lobster?

The Domestics

Aldora Beer, niece of Charley Beer, worked for us as a “hired girl”, one of an almost never-ending stream of domestics that came and went over the years.  It wasn’t that we couldn’t find someone who could do the job; it was that Dad used the position in our home as a way of auditioning girls for vacancies at the factory.  Girls were eager to work at our home hoping for a factory job, and Dad had a chance to see what kind of workers they were before hiring them for Kraft’s.  It seemed a perfect arrangement.

Aldora was one of mother’s favorites, for the simple reason that, when she cleaned the toilets, she got down on her knees to do the job the way God intended.  But eventually Aldora moved on, replaced by another, and then another, and so on.  Despite all the coming and going, even today I can clearly recall most of these ‘domestics’.

Theresa was a romantic, who went about her chores with a song on her lips.  Unfortunately for us, it was always the same song, a popular ditty with the lyric:

I’ve got an invitation to a dance, 

  but I don’t think I’ll go.  

  I’ll be sorry I know, 

I’m afraid I might see the one who 

should be with me with somebody else.

Imagine hearing that over and over and over, day after day, week after week.  It drove us to distraction.  So we were actually relieved when Theresa finally accepted an invitation, not to a dance, but for marriage and left our employ.  She married an undertaker and traded her dust cap for a job stuffing cloves in the apertures of cadavers.  I wonder if she ever questioned her change of vocation.  At least her singing didn’t bother her customers much.  

Mary Franklin was a maid of ours who later became a movie star, of sorts.  During her time in our employment, I remember only one memorable event, which really had nothing to do with us.  Mary was on a date with a fresh guy, who made a pass as they were motoring down a gravel road.  Mary bailed out of the car while it was still moving and, while she protected her virtue, she ended up with a knee full of gravel.  Long after she had worked for us, Mary became a WAVE, during World War II, when a movie came out that was called, “Here Comes the WAVES!” The local theater came up with the idea that they could sell more tickets to this film if it had a local angle, so they announced that our former maid, Mary Franklin, was “featured” in the film.  I guess by “featured” they meant that Mary was actually in the film, somewhere.  Of course, we all went to see the film, and it was assumed that she must have been in the scene where hundreds of WAVES are doing synchronized calisthenics.  But, with her lack of coordination, I have my doubts.

Another of our maids, whose name I forget, was the widow of a Deputy Sheriff who had been shot and killed in the line of duty.  My younger brother Joe, the same child who terrorized the Browns, thought it was funny to sneak up on her, preferably when she was standing on a ladder cleaning drapes, and draw down on her with his cap gun.  Joe would supplement the somewhat subtle sound of the caps going off with loud shouts of ‘Bang!  Bang!’ This maid’s tenure, needless to say, was brief.

There were many more maids at the house in Freeport, but the prize has to go to George, who was given the maid’s position by my mother after he showed up at the door selling watermelons at two for a nickel.  It seemed a strange thing to do, hire a man off the street for the maid’s position, but mother was very susceptible to sob stories.  She quickly questioned her own judgment, though, when George’s behavior began to raise suspicions.  Actually, the first suspicions were aroused by George’s appearance.  For a man who claimed to be around twenty, George’s physique was unusual as he was all hips.  When he bent over his plate, his chest sagged absurdly under his shirt.  George also never shaved, for a young man of twenty it was strange that he had absolutely no facial hair.

I guess we were pretty naive, because we were shocked when George was revealed to be, in fact, Georgia, and a lesbian to boot.  When Georgia hit on a neighbor’s sixteen-year-old daughter, it was back to the watermelon patch with her.

Georgia didn’t leave us empty handed though.  When she had come into our employ, she brought with her a mixed breed dog named Pal.  In a very short time, Pal became a member of the family and so, when Georgia got her walking papers, Dad bought Pal from her for five bucks, the equivalent of 200 watermelons!

Pal, Wonder Dog

Pal was a great dog, but he had his faults.  For example, he hated motorcycles and squirrels.  If a motorcyclist dared to drive down our street, Pal would go berserk, chasing after it until both were out of sight.  He hated squirrels just as much, and would actually leap out of the car while it was moving if he spotted one.  Even given that running start, Pal never caught any of the squirrels he’d spy out the car window.  Instead, he’d usually end up rolling about twenty feet past his target, and by the time he regained his footing, the squirrel would be high up in the trees, chattering madly.  Of course, we could have simply kept the windows rolled up, but that would have spoiled our fun.

One Saturday, my sister Mary and I started off for the movies, with Pal following close behind.  When we tried to shoo him back home, he suddenly darted out into the street and a passing car sent him flying into the gutter.  Do dogs have deja vu?  We thought Pal was dead, and carried him home, sobbing all the way.  Dad attempted to revive him with his traditional antibiotics, a shot of booze, but it didn’t seem to work.  A few days later though, Pal recovered, but his equilibrium was shot.  He listed to one side, and kept bumping into the furniture and the walls.  Remarkably though, he did eventually return to normal, normal for Pal that is.

The Zincrafts, Arno, Emily, and their son “Zinny”, lived just behind us and we shared a backyard.  It was my dad’s firm belief that every boy should have a dog, so when he came across the ugliest one he could find, one that no one else wanted, he gave it to Zinny.  Arno and Emily were not exactly overjoyed, but as Arno worked for Dad, I think he felt obligated to accept.  When they couldn’t agree on a name for this ugly mutt, by default they ended up calling her “Pooch”.  

Soon thereafter, Pooch came into heat, and Pal, a macho dog if ever there was one, immediately answered the call.  Emily caught them in the act and turned the hose on the adoring couple, but to no avail.  Her screams brought out my mother though, and she tried to use a broom to separate them.  But you couldn’t have broken that embrace with a crowbar.

Pal was no Valentino and Pooch looked like she had been put together by committee, so the great mystery for a time was, what the heck would their puppies look like?  I’d love to tell you that, surprise, they all came out looking like Lassie, but that wasn’t the case.  Fortunately the litter was small, and while the puppies were still cute and tiny, they managed to give them all away.

Dad

Dad had only gone as far as the fourth grade and, despite his success at Kraft’s, he was bothered by his lack of a formal education.  Like many others of that era, he tried to address that deficiency by enrolling in a correspondence course.  He made the mistake of beginning with English Literature, though, and finding Shakespeare incomprehensible, he abandoned his quest due, he explained, to the catchall of  “time restraints.”

Dad had little time, or patience, for things that he had determined were of little consequence, which included my mother’s pleas for a new carpet.  After the request had been repeated numerous times, he finally gave in and called his friend Harold, who ran a furniture store.  He dialed the number and when Harold answered, he blurted out, “Harold, we need a new carpet.” Then he turned to my mother and asked, “What size, Mary?”  

“Ten by twelve,” she told him.  

“Ten by twelve, Harold.” Then back to my mother, “What color, Mary?” 

“Green.”  

“Green, Harold.” 

That was it.  No discussion of the nap, the style, the pattern, the price, or when we might expect delivery.  Twelve words in thirty seconds was how Dad disposed of matters of  “little consequence.”

Benny Ackerman

Benny Ackerman was a farm boy who moved to town from an area called German Valley with his family after his father died.  Benny lived up hill from us, with his uncle, and at first he had a hard time adjusting to the hours, or was it that we had a hard time adjusting to Benny?  About the time the roosters would have been crowing back on the farm, Benny would come careening down the hill from his uncle’s house, riding a classic red coaster wagon behind which he dragged a chain.  Benny was then, in effect, the neighborhood’s rooster.  Benny was also my brother Hugh’s age and the two became fast friends.  Benny’s family would often head back to their old farm on the weekends, and Hugh was allowed to go with them.  Hugh really enjoyed life on the farm.  When Benny reached his thirteenth birthday it was felt that he could, with his mother’s help, run the family farm, so they moved back to German Valley.  Hugh then started to skip school to help out Benny at the farm, or hire himself out to help other farmers.  Dad often had to drive out to German Valley to find Hugh.  Desperate to keep him in school, he made Hugh an offer.  If he stayed in school Dad would find him a job at the factory, working a full forty-hour week at nights.  Hugh honored the pact and eventually graduated from High School.

The Driving Lesson

Hugh couldn’t wait to become an adult.  By the time he was thirteen, he had saved a little money, mainly from farm work, and he spent the impressive sum of $5 to acquire a used Model T, then quickly taught himself to drive.

Hugh had a friend who was good at hand lettering, and he had him make up a variety of signs with what were then, risqué sayings (“Women may smoke, but be careful where you lay your butts”), and he pinned these all about the Model T’s fabric interior.  Occasionally, my mother would ask Hugh to give her a ride, to shop or run errands, and he would give me a nod that meant I was to rush out and take down the sayings.  For this service, though I was only eleven, he promised to teach me how to drive.

One day, Hugh drove me out to where the gravel roads began and taught me the basics, which for a Model T included setting the spark, cranking the engine and, once underway, how to double clutch to shift gears.  After that I spent a few hours driving on those country roads, frequently stopping and starting to review the basics.  Hugh was so happy with my progress that he felt that I could drive us both back into town.  We lived on Chicago Avenue, which had a long, sloping grade.  With Hugh out of sight, slouching low in the backseat, I drove past our house at full speed, honking the horn to get everyone’s attention.  Our mother happened to be sitting on the front porch, shelling peas, and when she saw her eleven-year-old son go flying by, she tossed the pan of peas into the air.  It was another fifteen years before I sat behind the wheel of a car again.

Almost Scouting

I had always wanted to be a Boy Scout.  One of my earliest memories is of playing in my Grandpa’s attic where I would don my father’s campaign hat, pull my socks over my trousers to look like knickers, and parade about pretending I was in the Scouts.  The fantasy was still alive when I finally reached the minimum age of twelve and discovered that a local troop met in a church just two blocks from my home.  When I went down to join, though, the reality didn’t match my expectations.  The first order of business was a game called “Capture the Flag.”  In the church hall where the meeting took place, a chair with a handkerchief had been placed at either end, with other chairs scattered about.  Sides were chosen, the lights went out, and a moment later I was seeing stars.  In the dark someone hit me, square on the nose.  By the time the flag had been captured and the lights were back on, I was a bloody mess.  I went home to clean up and mull over the situation.  I had envisioned Scouting as camping in the woods, and helping old ladies cross the street.  You didn’t get a merit badge for a nosebleed.  I quit before I had officially enrolled.  They had their chance, but they didn’t measure up to my expectations.

The Upper Deck

Our home on Chicago Avenue had an upper deck, which was accessed through our bedroom.  It was a great place to watch over the neighborhood, gaze at the stars, or find a little privacy.  It was on the upper deck that I hid my tobacco cache, which consisted of a glass jar filled with butts I had taken from Dad’s ashtray, a sack of Bull Durham, and rolling papers.  I actually didn’t smoke, but I wanted to be ready just in case.  Before I actually got the urge, though, the jar disappeared.  No one asked about it, and I certainly didn’t volunteer.

One year, my older brother Hugh decided that he would celebrate the New Year by shooting off his 22 from our upper deck.  He didn’t think he could make it to midnight without a little nap, so he instructed me to wake him just before midnight.  I did just that, and Hugh got out of bed, climbed out on to the deck, fired his gun into the night sky, then returned immediately to bed.  The next morning he asked me why I had not awakened him.  I protested that I had followed his instruction and that he had, in fact, shot his gun at midnight.  But he wouldn’t believe me.

One day, Hugh came home in a rainstorm wearing a new pair of shoes, which ended up sopping wet.  The next day, to dry them out, he put them out on the upper deck, letting the sun do the work.  He let them stay out there for a full 24 hours, and when he went to retrieve them he was in for a shock.  The sun had completely dried the shoes, but the toes of both shoes now protruded up at a 45-degree angle.  They would have looked just right on the foot of a leprechaun or a gnome.  Hugh demanded to know which one of us had placed a metal bar on his shoes to create this special effect?  Our denials weren’t accepted.

Mother’s Big Heart

There was a classmate of my older brother Hugh who desperately wanted to hang out with him and his friends.  That was a problem because, though he was well groomed, he just didn’t fit in.  He was, to use a modern term, a social nerd.  He shared none of Hugh’s vices, he didn’t even smoke.  Consequently Hugh began to avoid him, but he didn’t get the message.  He would call the house, asking if Hugh were home.  If the answer was yes, that wouldn’t last long.  Knowing he was on the way, Hugh would take off.  The end result was that my poor mother was left to entertain the kid.

Mother was a very sympathetic person.  She was always willing to listen to other people’s problems.  As a result, a host of losers would show up periodically, knowing that she would lend a sympathetic ear.  Hoboes too, had heard of mother.  When they would arrive in town in their boxcars, they’d make a beeline for our marked house.  Mother would seat them at the kitchen table and feed them a sandwich or two.  Actually, our father was even more generous with hoboes.  If he happened to be home when one arrived, Dad would give him the royal treatment: bacon, eggs, even pancakes.  I think there is in every man the dream of leading an unencumbered existence, free of family and ever-present bills.  As he fed the hobo, Dad would sit at the table and ask questions about his lifestyle, and the places he had been.  For an hour or so Dad could vicariously sleep under bridges, eat out of tin cans, live in hobo jungles, and catch freight trains to nowhere.

Joe’s Illness

One day my younger brother Joe’s eyes began to blink uncontrollably, and his head began to twitch.  My mother had been a practical nurse, and she diagnosed him as having St. Vitas Dance, which she supposed to be brought on by the pressures of school.  It was decided to withdraw Joe from school, to see if that would bring about his recovery.  Late in the school year, though still recuperating, he was allowed to go to the movies on his own.  When the time that he was expected to return had come and gone, I was sent to the Patio Theatre to find him.  The usher and I scanned the theatre carefully, but without success.  I returned home and, after an anxious wait, Joe sauntered in.  He claimed to have been at the theatre all along, and that he had stayed to watch the beginning of the film a second time, then dallied on the way home.  When he began to talk about the film though, it became apparent that he was talking about more than one feature.  It turned out that he had exited the Patio Theatre, walked a few blocks to the Rialto, and taken in a second movie.  This event completed his rehabilitation, and the very next day he was sent back to school.

Sundays

Sundays in the summer were wonderfully routine.  The day usually began with Sunday School for the kids, and then church, and when we’d return home we would find Dad sound asleep on the front lawn: his body spread out wide, a sheet of newspaper over his face, and the radio, that he had dragged out there as soon as we had left, tuned into the ball game, the announcers still chattering away.  

After the big Sunday dinner, we’d all pile into the car for our Sunday drive.  We almost never had an actual destination, but would just drive into the countryside and cruise until it was time to come home.  No matter where we had driven to on any particular Sunday, the route home had to pass by the Union Dairy for ice cream.  We kids would take turns going in to place the order, and I remember a particular Sunday when it was shy Mary’s turn to make the purchase.  She got out of the car, clutching the money in her hand, and went right inside.  We waited, and waited, and finally my brother Joe was sent in to the find out what the holdup was.  He came back a moment later, saying he had found Mary hiding behind a big rubber plant, too bashful to approach the counter on her own.

Mary’s Graduation Photograph

After graduating from Freeport High School, Mary enrolled in a nurse-training program.  After three years, graduation day was finally at hand and all the nurses ordered new uniforms for the ceremony and pictures.  Mary, being of ample proportions, requested a suitably sized uniform, but the head nurse didn’t believe the measurements she was given and ordered Mary a uniform two sizes smaller.  There wasn’t time to re-order so, looking at the official picture taken on graduation day you’d find Mary, surrounded by nurses in their crisp, white uniforms, standing in the very last row wearing a gray raincoat.

Jim as Pigeon Fancier

Our youngest brother Jim had a Springer Spaniel that was missing one important organ, its brain.  It compensated for that missing part with a ravenous appetite.  Anything it could fit its mouth around, it would eat.  As an appetizer, this dog dined on socks.  The process was fascinating to watch.  First, he would tenderize it with his teeth.  Then he would swallow it, whole, and allow the gastric acids in its stomach to bleach all color out of the sock.  When his stomach had finished with it, he would regurgitate the finished product.  The poor dog never seemed to eat a pair of socks, always just one.  Consequently Jim had a drawer full of mismatched socks.

For reasons unknown, one day Jim got it into his head that he would like to raise pigeons, and his older brothers, myself included, pitched in to help make that dream a reality.  I actually built the coop, which was just a box for shelter, and a chicken wire run that was raised three feet off the ground.  All that was needed were pigeons.  We had the smart idea that we didn’t need to pay for pigeons but, instead, we could just collect them for free.  We descended on Benny Ackerman’s farm, and with his consent and assistance, set traps in the rafters of their barn.  After a bit of trial and error we managed to capture six birds.  We took them home, placed them inside the coop, and then watched as Jim attempted to place feed and water in the coop.  He swung the door open and in the blink of an eye, the entire half-dozen had “flown the coop.”  If you subtract the time it took to build the coop and capture the birds, Jim’s career as a pigeon fancier lasted all of five seconds: a world record!

The Fourth of July

The Fourth of July was a red letter day at our house.  In the early morning, we would haul wash tubs up from the basement, place them in the shade, and fill one with bottles of beer for the men, and one with cases of soda pop, in a variety of flavors, for the kids.  Each tub would then be filled with ice, and covered with a small carpet to slow the melting.  No limits were placed on individual consumption, and the entire neighborhood was invited to join us.  It was a day full of fireworks and repeated trips to the wash tubs.  As the day ended and evening drew near, a neighbor that we called Bookie, usually well into his cups, would begin to tell stories from his younger days, when he drove a cab.  Bookie’s taxi tales usually brought the curtain down on most neighborhood events.

Grandpa Keller’s Passing

The Keller family occupied one half of a duplex that was next door to us.  One summer it was announced that Grandpa Keller was dying, relatives from near and far came to pay their respects, so that there would be someone with him when he drew his final breath.  But that turned out to be a problem.  Over and over again, a relative sitting with him would announce that Grandpa Keller had passed, and everyone would rush to his side, only to be startled when he would open one eye or, in a barely detectable voice, ask for a ham sandwich.  After this happened several times, the relatives got a little gun shy.  Even when he had not stirred for hours no one wanted to go out on a limb and make the pronouncement.  The usual techniques were useless: his breath was too shallow to cloud a mirror, his pulse too weak and erratic for a layman to detect.  So the family waited and waited, stuck in a holding pattern.  Finally one relative came up with a solution.  They should get Walter to come and sit by his side.  Walter will know if Grandpa’s dead or alive.  After all, Walter’s been to college!

A Family Vacation

I have vague memories of trips to Northern Wisconsin, as a small child, with other families on what were called “fishing expeditions.”  But as our family grew, and Dad’s responsibilities at the factory increased, years went by without any kind of family vacation.  Finally mother put her foot down, insisting on a vacation for the whole family.  She carefully planned a week-long trip around the Midwest with stops in Springfield, Illinois to visit Abraham Lincoln’s home and grave site; New Salem, Illinois where Honest Abe split rails and studied for the law; and even a dip into the south to visit Lincoln’s birthplace in Kentucky.  The week was supposed to culminate with a ride over to Hannibal, Missouri, the home and former stomping grounds of Samuel Clemens (a.k.a.  Mark Twain).

When the time came, though, Dad had a hard time leaving the job behind.  He insisted on a strict schedule, sped down the road at maximum speed, and only allowed us to spend the night at a location when it was impossible to make it to the next “exhibit” that day.  We skipped Lincoln’s birthplace altogether and managed to squeeze mother’s weeklong vacation into three and a half days.

The Over-Achievers

I’m sure every family has their nemesis, and for our family it was the Brandons.  That wasn’t their real name as long ago, to preserve my sanity, I blotted most memories of this family of over-achievers out of my mind.

Mr. Brandon actually worked at the same factory as my father, so he had many opportunities to boast to him of his “super kids.”  According to Mr. Brandon, they excelled at everything they tried: from athletics to personal hygiene.  They were obviously destined to fame and fortune, Dad would tell us, casting accusatory glances around the table at his less than exemplary offspring.

One particular example of the Brandon children’s superiority, which Dad related to us, was their entrepreneurial attitude.  Mr. Brandon had “spaded” up the back yard, and the whole family helped plant radishes.  (Personally, I think it was Mrs. Brandon that provided the sweat equity, but I never dared suggest that out loud.) Regardless of who did the hard work, when the crop matured the whole family helped in the harvest, washed off the radishes, tied them up in bunches, and loaded up the kid’s coaster wagon.  Then they went door to door in the neighborhood, with Ma Brandon pulling the wagon, and pushing the kids up onto each porch to make a sale.  In my father’s eyes this was the kind of effort that exemplified the best of the American spirit.  The Brandon children had true grit, and a hunger for success, while his progeny resembled a collection of tree-hanging sloth that wouldn’t cut the grass, or their hair, without being threatened.

The disparity between our supposed poor attitude and that found in other families, was a favorite refrain of my father’s.  And he drove home his disappointment by citing another overachieving family.  The Dieke family, husband, wife and two young sons, had recently emigrated from Germany.  To aid in the Americanization of their sons, the Diekes enrolled them in every activity available in our community and, according to Mr. Dieke, they excelled at everything they tried.

One of their new pursuits was music.  The Dieke boys took group fiddle lessons with thirty other pupils.  At the conclusion of that first fiddle course, there was a recital and my father insisted we all attend (to drive home his point about our poor attitudes, I think).  It turns out that the instructor’s idea of success was to teach each fiddle student the same tune.  As we sat there bored to tears, one student after another took his turn displaying his mastery of this same tune.  At the conclusion of the fiddling, the youngest Dieke boy came back on stage and announced he was going to sing a song.  He proceeded to sing in German and, when the song concluded, he said, “And now I will sing in English.”  To my ear, with his thick German accent, the renditions were indistinguishable from one another.

After the recital, the over-achieving Diekes were invited back to our house.  The boys were offered apples, which they gladly accepted and then both proceeded to eat every part; fruit, seeds, and core, leaving just the stem.  I guess Germany had been no bed of roses.

The World’s Fair

One summer, we visited a childhood friend of my mothers with the last name of Hanson, who lived in Storm Lake, Iowa.  The Hanson’s had a fifteen-year old daughter who, in another era, might have led Odysseus onto the rocks.  Her beauty was such that, a year later, she was still on my mind.  To my complete joy I overheard my mother say we were considering joining the Hansons on a trip to the Chicago World’s Fair.  Eventually, it was decided that the Hansons would come to Freeport, joining our family and our neighbors, the Bookmans, for the drive to Chicago together.  In the interim, I began to rehearse conversations that I would have with the Goddess from Iowa.  Little did I know that the Gods were already conspiring against me.

Charlie Lacotti was a shoe repairman who worked out of a pie-shaped building near the Jr.  High School.  Mr. Bookman (whom everyone called “Bookie”) dropped by the shoe repair store to pick up a few pairs that Charlie had cobbled for him.  Charlie wasn’t there, but there was a note saying he was laid up in his rooming house.  Concerned, Bookie tracked Charlie down, finding him sick in bed with pneumonia, with no one caring for him, looking like “death warmed over.”  In my opinion, Charlie always looked like that: he was a wizened little fellow who weighed about 120 pounds, with permanently sunken cheeks accentuated by the cigarette that he was always smoking.  Nevertheless, Bookie felt bad for him and took him home to help nurse him back to health.  Before you knew it, Charlie was a permanent part of the Bookman household and the loud, hacking cough, a result of his chain-smoking, was our neighborhood’s rooster, a pre-dawn alarm that no one could sleep through.

So what did Charlie have to do with the Goddess?  Well, the big day arrived that I had worked out every detail for: what we would talk about, where we would go, what our lives would be like together.  But it all depended on sitting together on the ride to Chicago.  I was actually headed to the Hanson’s car before we got started, when my mother pulled me aside to ask a favor.  “Charlie’s English isn’t too good,” she told me, “and he has no one to look after him.  I want you to make sure he doesn’t lack for attention, or get lost.”

If it were possible to divorce my parents, I would have taken out the papers that very same day.  But being a dutiful son.  I consented to her request.  I spent the day following Charlie about, listening to him hack, and picking up his cigarette butts.  I was a bit too old for the rides, clearly too young for sideshows like Sally Rand, and, denied access to my dream girl, distraught to the point of madness.  

Today I can say, yes, I attended the Chicago World’s Fair, but all I can remember of that trip is scrawny, hacking, Charlie Lacotti, and the girl that got away.

Dad Turns Fight Fan

There was a hall in downtown Freeport that, on occasion, featured boxing matches.  Dad and we boys attended a few bouts but, on the whole, none of us were rabid fight fans - that is until Billy Conn came to town.  

Billy Conn was a leading heavyweight who came to Freeport one day, not to fight but to see relatives.  At that time he was preparing for a title match with Joe Louis, scheduled to take place at the famous Polo Grounds in New York.  Dad got to meet him when he came to the Kiwanis Club.  Dad came home from that meeting with an autographed picture of Conn, and a sudden, intense interest in the fight game.

Dad was impressed with Conn’s confidence and bravado.  At the Kiwanis Club the fighter had spoken at length on the strategies that he was sure would help him triumph over the “Brown Bomber”.  Dad put Conn’s picture in a place of honor on the mantle, and whenever anyone would ask, would repeat practically word for word the tactics that Conn openly boasted would win him the Heavyweight Championship of the World.

When the night of the big fight arrived, we all gathered around the radio at home and endured thirteen rounds of blow-by-blow descriptions.  Conn was ahead on points, according to the announcers, and it seemed he would make good on all of his boasting.  For the first twelve rounds of the fight, he had stuck to a strategy of strike and move, strike and move: always staying one step ahead of the knockout power of Louis.  Then, perhaps sensing victory was his, he stopped moving and stood toe to toe with big Joe, trading punch for punch - big mistake.  

In a moment, the fight was over with Joe Louis raising his hands in triumph.

Just as quickly, Dad’s ardor faded and, the next time I looked, Billy Conn’s picture had disappeared, replaced on the mantle by a vase in the shape of an owl.

Sled Dogs

Like most boys I fantasized about running away from home and living a life of adventure, and in those dreams my final destination was always Alaska.  That was a bit strange because, even though I had lived most of my life in the north, I hated cold weather.  Maybe the cold was the penance I would have to pay for leaving my family.

Around that time, it came to my attention that there was a gentleman on the edge of town who raised and trained sled dogs.  With my life-long love of dogs and my Alaskan fantasy I couldn’t resist paying this fellow a visit.  I found the kennel easily enough, and was happy to find that the owner was quite willing to take the time to explain his business.  After chatting for a while, he gave me a demonstration of the loyalty and obedience of his dogs.  He told me to stand in a specific spot, and then firmly holding on to a chain affixed to the collar of one of his more mature dogs, he ordered the beast to attack me.  The dog immediately lunged forward, standing on his back legs, straining against the chain, growling and barking with great conviction.  Then, with a simple command, the dog trainer stopped the attack.  What had seemed an angry, fierce beast, now allowed me to stroke its fur without the slightest complaint.  I was impressed.

There wasn’t a big call for sled dogs during an Illinois summer.  But the following winter was so fierce that snow closed many roads and made it impossible for farmers to get their perishable milk to market.  Impossible, that is, unless you happen to have a sled and a pack of hearty sled dogs.  It wasn’t exactly like my fantasy, not rushing serum to Nome, but my musher friend’s emergency milk runs caught the attention of the press and they sent out reporters.  Many of the stories that followed featured photos of a brawny husky licking a child’s face.  The suggestion was that, despite being part wolf, these beasts were completely domesticated.  But I knew better.  I knew that with just a word from their master, the boy that they had licked could just as easily have been dinner.

Lucky, Wonderdog #2
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After reading Albert Payson Terhune’s book on White Collies, I wanted one in the worst possible way so I put it first on my Christmas list.  My father did a little research of his own, though, and determined that White Collies were, for a variety of reasons including the initial cost, out of the question.  “A dog is a dog”, he declared and so on Christmas morning the puppy I found “under the tree” was a Shepherd mix that he had acquired at a nearby farm.  I might have been disappointed, initially, but soon I was in love with the dog and named him Lucky.  The two of us were soon inseparable.  Lucky would even accompany me on my morning paper route, where his enthusiastic barking announced each delivery to the chagrin of my customers. I took great care training Lucky and he was a smart dog, in no time at all he had learned to heel and to perform a wide selection of tricks.  In some ways though, Lucky trained me too.  I began to depend on him for companionship so I was quite dismayed when that first spring after he had been given to me, he suddenly disappeared.  Actually, Lucky was just following his nature.  That spring, it seemed that every bitch in the County had come into heat at the same time, and Lucky just couldn’t resist “the call of the wild”.  According to reports I received from friends and family, Lucky had joined a pack of similarly afflicted male dogs.  He was gone the better part of a week, and when I finally found him I still had to drag him away from the gang.  He was in rough shape too; starving, filthy, covered with matted fur.  Although I understood the circumstances behind his sudden departure, I couldn’t help feeling betrayed.  With the end of spring, and the mating season, Lucky calmed down and we returned to our old relationship.

About a block away from our house lived a family who owned a fierce looking (aren’t they all?) Chow dog.  Their house was actually visible from ours and, whenever the Chow would leave the house, Lucky, from the safety of our front lawn, would bark noisily.  If the Chow happened to take one or two steps in the direction of our house though, Lucky would retreat to the safety of our porch.  And if, for some reason, the Chow had taken a few more steps in our direction, Lucky would have broken down our front door to gain sanctuary.  It wasn’t that Lucky was a coward (not completely) it was just that he was usually smart enough to know when he was overmatched.

When an older gentleman, who lived in the ‘Chow’ house, passed away his body was put on view at the house.  My mother, always neighborly, decided to pay her respects and Lucky, having a memory lapse, tagged along.  He entered the house and engaged the Chow in combat, very briefly, under the casket.  It was over quickly with Lucky making a hasty, but prudent retreat, leaving Mother to apologize for his behavior.

Yes, I have always loved dogs, but they have not always reciprocated the feeling.  Long after I had left home, I came back for a visit and discovered that my folks had acquired a large mixed-breed that slept under my mother’s bed.  The stay was uneventful until the day of my departure.  I was in my folk’s room, packing my suitcase, and I must have encroached on the new dog’s space, for in an instant he snapped at me, catching my trousers in his teeth, leaving them in tatters.  I still love dogs, but I have learned to approach them with caution, and that goes for Chihuahuas too!

Fred’s Ride

When I was thirteen, I took a summer job at Fred Dietrick’s farm, chopping thistle for fifty cents a day.  I also helped out with many of the other chores, including milking the cows.  Fred was what they called a “Gentleman Farmer”.  He never actually sat on a tractor, but spent his weekdays working in town as an accountant.  To further enhance his image as a “Gentlemen Farmer”, Fred purchased a five-gaited, retired show horse named Peanuts.  One of my jobs on the farm was to ride Peanuts out to the pasture every day to bring in the cows for milking.  The pasture was about a mile away, and I was given explicit instructions to never run Peanuts.  The path that we followed to the pasture went down a dirt lane, under the highway, though a shallow creek, and under a railroad trestle.  From that point on, I was out of sight of anyone back at the farm and that’s when I would put it to Peanuts, pretending we were on the home stretch at Churchill Downs.

That was the favorite part of my day at Fred’s farm, something I really looked forward to.  One day, though, Fred showed up and surprised me by saying that he intended to ride Peanuts and bring the cows in.  He mounted up and took off on the same route I did every day.  Everything went well until they reached the trestle, when suddenly Peanuts took off as if he was shot out of a cannon.  Luckily, Fred grabbed the saddle horn and held on, getting the ride of his life.  He finally returned, about an hour later, badly shaken.  “What the hell is wrong with this horse?” he said, “he was alright until we rounded the trestle, and then he took off at a full gallop for no reason at all!” Looking as innocent as I could, I shrugged my shoulders, and said “Gee, Mr. Dietrick, he never does that for me!”

Show Biz

My first brush with show business happened in the sixth grade.  The school was putting on a pageant to celebrate Health Week, and I was desperate to be chosen for the part of the narrator.  I guess my desperation was obvious, because when it was time to announce the cast, the school principal took me aside and explained that I didn’t have a sufficiently loud voice for the role of the narrator and that someone else had been selected.  As compensation, I was given the important role of the milk bottle.  My costume consisted of a four-foot cardboard cutout of a milk bottle, painted white and, while I had no lines, I had to circle the stage with representatives of the other food groups and, on cue, take four steps forward and four steps back.  That was it, hardly an auspicious beginning.

Years later, I became involved with a small theatre group in Wayne, Nebraska, though once again I never seemed to get the big parts.  I think I was a victim of typecasting: you know, once a milk bottle, always a milk bottle.  The roles I was given were usually what I call plot advancers.  My role consisted of rushing onstage and shouting “The dam just broke!” or, “Madame, your carriage awaits.” If I missed my cue the play would come to a screeching halt, lives would have been lost in the rushing waters, or Madame would still be sitting on stage today waiting for her carriage.  You’d think I’d have had an easy time getting ready for these bit parts, but instead, I agonized over each syllable.  I’d stand for hours in front of the mirror practicing facial grimaces and voice inflections.  By show time, I was a complete zombie, standing in the wings, sweating profusely, my one or two lines in Act One written on the left hand, Act Two’s written on my right: deathly afraid that I would mix the two.  

It’s not as if I was the only one that suffered through these productions.  Show biz, at this level, was full of oddities.  For example, since there was always an overabundance of eager young girls trying out for a limited number of roles, the director would often split those roles up amongst two or three aspiring actresses: three actresses playing Mrs. Snodgrass in different acts of the play.  Can you imagine what that was like to someone sitting in the audience?  Mrs. Snodgrass would make her entrance in Act One, and her trademark gingham dress would be skin tight, barely covering her knees.  Later on, she’d reappear and for some reason the dress was three or four sizes too big.  By the time the third Mrs. Snodgrass turned up, the audience was feeling a bit queasy.  I didn’t need a third hand to inscribe my speaking part for Act Three, as by then the play was winding down and for me to run onstage and shout “The dogs are loose!” would only have confused everyone reeling from the three Snodgrasses.

The real drama of those theatrical productions was mostly always off stage.  It seemed like the dress rehearsal was a disaster, in the eyes of the director, which gave him the opportunity to perform his favorite speech, designed to push us to new heights.  “In my forty years in show business,” the speech began, “I have never seen as sorry an effort as that which I have just witnessed.” It didn’t matter that many of us had heard this speech before.  It mattered less that thirty of those forty years in show business had been spent as a trumpet player in a burlesque house.  “What mattered”, he would go on, “was that Rin Tin Tin showed more emotional range than us actors, and that the theatrical world would have been better off if our mothers had, on the day we were born, plopped us in a sack and dropped us from a bridge.”  You had to give the director some credit, it was a well-rehearsed, passionately delivered, twenty-minute tirade, and when it was over he simply walked off the stage.  As I said, some of us were familiar with this speech, and so it had little effect on us.  Some of the new members of our troupe were offended and stormed off indignantly.  The unoffended ones ran after the others, pleading with them to come back.  The offended would eventually give in, come back, and embrace the director.  It was all very dramatic, too bad we couldn’t have charged admission.

Despite my cynicism, I got along well with the director.  After all, we were the ones who basically designed, built, and painted all of the sets.  The plays were held in a civic auditorium, where drinking was prohibited.  However, we had a paint-encrusted quart bottle, labeled “turpentine”, that was filled with the Scotch the director favored.  Consequently, for those with a taste for “turpentine”, our work sessions were in reality an extended happy hour.

The Music Man

The fast-talking Music Man, from the famous musical of the same name, really existed.  Itinerate musicians would blow into town, set up shop in a one-window room above a store, furnish it with mismatched chairs and peeling wallpaper, then put an advertisement in the local paper that made them sound as if they could teach the lame to walk and the tone-deaf to play the trombone.

My mother succumbed to their siren song and signed up both my older brother and me.  Hugh was going to learn how to play the violin and I was going to learn how to pick a guitar like the cowboys.  I almost didn’t make it through the first lesson, though.  Turns out that this Music Man only knew how to teach the Hawaiian guitar.  He managed to convince me that, once I had mastered the Hawaiian style, I’d have no problem learning other styles.  Hugh never came back after that first lesson, but I, cursed with tenacity, persevered.  I hung on for the full twelve-week course and at its conclusion my father and I climbed the stairs for a conference with the instructor (Mother insisted Dad attend, unsure that she’d be able to withstand the slick sales pitch she knew was coming.) 

As expected, the Music Man lauded my accomplishments.  I’d go far, musically speaking, he said, but not on the rented guitar that I had practiced on for the last twelve weeks.  The key, of course, was a new guitar, one that he could acquire at a substantial discount (and a tidy profit).  As expected, Dad had sat through my practices and had a different opinion of my musical potential.  He resisted the Music Man’s arguments and said we would think it over.  To his credit, we actually did discuss the matter when we got home, and it was quickly decided that the future of American music would be best served if I threw in the towel.

I had one last shot at a musical career, beginning in the sixth grade.  Fresh off my triumph as the Milk Bottle in the Health Pageant, I was given a shot at playing the tuba.  The city had one music teacher for the entire school system and he was in charge of the Junior High and Senior High School Bands.  He recruited future members of the band by scouring the elementary schools for talent.  Those parents who could afford them purchased instruments for their children.  Others, like myself, were furnished instruments from a pool of discards.  I ended up with a beat-up old tuba that had lost almost all of its silver finish, with valves whose threads were all but gone.  I spent most of my time trying to keep it from falling apart, but somehow I learned to play, after a fashion, and found myself in the Junior High Band.

However, suspicions of inadequacy began to haunt me.  Whenever the sheet music called for a run of half dozen or more notes in rapid succession that were above my ability, I’d simply skip that part.  I told myself that my not playing certain notes would be less noticeable than playing all the notes badly and it seemed to work.  But though I seemed to escape the bandleader’s attention, I became more and more personally aware of my lack of musical skill.  I began to dread High School because, when the summer was over, I was sure my impersonation of a tuba player would be revealed for the fraud it was.  There seemed to be no way out, so I punted, literally.  Though I have always abhorred physical violence, I announced that my tuba playing days would have to come to an end because I was going to try out for the football team.  My ability to get myself into these untenable situations has plagued me all my life and I never seem to learn from them, as they surface all too frequently.

Football
I followed through on the lie I told to get out of pretending to be a tuba player, and was placed on the sixth string of the football team.  I’d have been more of a seventh stringer, but six was as low as they went.  I have always had the distinction of being the slowest person in any group I am associated with.  It doesn’t matter if it’s a Girl Scout sack race, a watermelon eating contest, or football wind sprints, place your bet on me to come in last.  The coaches were amazed that anyone could be so slow.

And yet, despite my lack of skill, and my tortoise-like speed, I played an important part in the success of the team that season.  Teammate Dale Otto had a gigantic head.  It was so big that the team couldn’t find a helmet big enough for him to wear.  As the game was far more brutal back then, and the equipment far less protective, Dale could not have played without a helmet.  So what the coach did was remove the inner protective straps from the largest helmet he could find and pull that helmet over Dale’s head so that it filled the helmet up.  It gave him no protection at all.  The troubles was that, every time Dale took a hard shot to the head, he would be knocked silly and have to be led off the field.  My job was to massage Dale’s neck, forcing the blood up into his brain, restoring the minimum level of consciousness necessary to get him back on the field.  Without me, Dale would have been lost to the team, and without Dale the team would probably have lost as well.  My role never got a mention in the program and, despite my hard work, I never got a football letter.

Other than my brush with fame, in the person of Dale, there wasn’t much glory for me in football.  I didn’t even have the solace of wearing a proper uniform.  The first and second stringers had new uniforms, flashy black with orange trim.  The third and fourth stringers had last year’s uniforms, not too bad to look at.  The fifth and sixth stringers, like my old Tuba days, got the discards.  My so-called uniform looked a bit like the ones we wore in practice: mismatched jerseys, canvas pants and, by the time I got to the socks that remained, the best I could manage was one black and one orange.  And it wasn’t as if, as a sixth stringer, I could hide out.  The whole team was required to dress for home games.  I had to sit there in front of the whole school in my clown outfit.  The best I could do was to take my cold weather coat and, despite the freezing temperatures, drape it over my legs to hide my mismatched socks.

If space was available on the buses, a few of the ‘scrubs’ were occasionally allowed to ride along with the starters to away games.  At the post game dinner, the four top strings were given steak dinners, while the rest of us had to settle for hamburger, if they hadn’t run out.  High School athletics, I found out, were not organized under democratic principles.

I should mention that I did happen to make it on to the playing field during an actual game, one time.  We were playing Pecetonica.  We were up by more points than the scoreboard could accommodate, so our coaches figured that it was impossible for the scrubs to screw up a lead that large.  With four minutes left in the game, we were sent in.  On the first play, to prove my mettle, I jumped off sides.  The five yards that Pecetonica was awarded was the most yardage they had gained all day.  Realizing that, I gave some serious thought to transferring to Pecetonica, where I’d probably be given a hero’s welcome.

Dad’s Withdrawal

When I was a junior in High School a dark cloud passed over our family.  World War II seemed imminent, but, apart from that, there seemed to be no explanation why Dad suddenly grew despondent and withdrew from the family.  He still slept at home, took some of his meals there, but seemed to avoid us when it mattered most, on traditional family occasions like birthdays or when we trimmed the Christmas tree.  And he filled his free time by playing cards or drinking at one of the many bars in town.  

I think we sensed something was wrong, but we did our best not to face up to it.  Then one night, when he had joined us for a family dinner, we were joking around and he asked us to cut it out.  When we didn’t immediately stop, he suddenly snapped and lashed out.  I was sitting to his right and he caught me with the back of his hand.  Everyone was shocked speechless.  He had never hit any of us before.

My mother had been putting on a brave front, to that point, but after the events of that night she fell into a deep depression.  After that dinner, she looked to us kids for comfort, which was unsettling.  That was probably the last straw for me and played a large part in my decision to head west.  While I was away, war broke out and when my brothers and I went into the service, Dad rejoined the family.  The psychological scars, however, and the mystery, remain with me to this day.

Chapter 5: Going West

In High School, the course of study that you pursued had little to do with your abilities or talents and everything to do with the financial standing of your parents.  If they were well-to-do, the assumption was that you were headed, eventually, to college, so you were enrolled in college preparatory courses.  If your parent’s didn’t have two nickels to rub together, it was assumed that you were headed in the same direction - Nowheresville.  Poor girls were relegated to Home Economics or Typing and poor boys had a choice of woodworking, metalsmithing, or accounting.  Somehow, I found something somewhere in between.  Remember my Sunday afternoon comic strip sessions with my old friend Edward?  By High School, I had developed my artistic skills to the point where I was seriously considering art as a profession and was fortunate to be able to pursue that, to a limited degree, at our little high school.  The art classes there were taught by a man who, whatever you thought of his talents, had once made a living as a commercial artist.  His focus was producing posters for any and all school events and so we spent most of our class time developing the skills required to aid in that effort.  But he also offered up an “artist of the week”, giving me my first exposure to Cézanne, Van Gogh, Diego Rivera, and others.  I mastered the commercial skills, but my real interest was in the so-called Fine Arts.  In the classroom, I was an uninspired, average student, exemplified by the fact that I graduated 150th out of my class of 300.

My cousin Buckey and I had both grown a bit weary of life in our small Midwestern town, so we decided to join my older brother who had moved out to Idaho a few years prior.  We could have taken a bus, or hitchhiked, but we were young and a bit crazy, so we rode our bikes all 1500 miles.  We averaged about 100 miles a day, riding from dawn until sunset, crossing the Great Plains and going up and over the Rocky Mountains in two weeks.

Iowa, as I remember it, had the worst stretch of roads.  It was flat, boring, and, for some reason, the Iowa Highway Department thought it wise to place raised curbing on both sides of the roadway.  When you’re riding a bike down the highway the most dangerous time is when you are overtaken by a speeding car or a wide truck.  In Iowa, whenever we’d hear a vehicle bearing down on us, we were practically trapped.  We either had to stop and drag our bikes off the road or try to jump the curb.  

After our first night on the road, I bought supper and then asked my cousin for his share of the cost.  I was not too happy to hear that Buckey was dead broke.  I was not about to turn back, so ended up funding both of our expenses all the way to Idaho from the $100 I had managed to save by working at the Union Dairy for 20 cents an hour.

There were many more “ups and downs” on this trip.  One night in Nebraska we arrived at our destination, the small town of Osmond, in the dark of night.  We unrolled our sleeping gear near the lights of a cluster of houses and went straight to sleep.  We awoke with the dawn, only to discover that we had been sleeping in the middle of someone’s flowerbed.  We pedaled out of town before the damage was discovered.  For the most part, we never bothered to look for a private place to bed down, but simply walked a few feet off the side of the road.  On more than one occasion we awoke to find a herd of cattle standing nearby, eyeing us suspiciously.  Without needing to exchange a word, we would quietly load up our bikes and make our escape.

In the mountains of Wyoming, we were laboring up a steep incline when Buckey got the bright idea of grabbing hold of a gas truck that was slowly lumbering by.  He rode it all the way to the mountaintop, but then foolishly decided to keep a hold on the truck as it began to go downhill.  It quickly picked up speed and Buckey was afraid to let go.  When he finally released his grip he lost control of his bike, spun around, and went face first into the gravel along the side of the road.  With blood flowing from his arms, we managed to make it to a ranch at the bottom of the hill where the lady of the house brought out rags and helped wash off his arms and remove the gravel from his flesh.  We taped additional rags around his arms and, despite the lack of antiseptic, he eventually healed.  Once in those mountains we didn’t have too many restful nights, the high altitude and cold temperatures kept us shivering until dawn.

We finally hooked up with my brother at Inkum, Idaho, and though he offered to load up our bikes and drive us, we declined.  With a real feeling of accomplishment, we rode our bikes the last five miles into Pocatello.

In Pocatello, Buckey and I took up residence at Mrs. Rutke’s Rooming House.  I shared a room with my brother Hugh, while Buckey roomed with a railroad employee named Jim.  Buckey had a unique laugh that, like an old Model T, started off with a loud snort.  One night we were seated at dinner when a song came on the radio.

Jim never gives me pretty flowers.

Jim never tries to cheer my lonely hours.

I don’t know why I’m crazy for him.

Someday I know Jim will up and leave me

And when he does you can believe me

I’ll go on carrying a torch for him.

The song went on and on, with the name JIM repeated over and over, and suddenly a light went on and Buckey’s roommate Jim blurted out: “Say, that must be that new song called ‘Jim’”.  Buckey couldn’t help himself.  About to burst out laughing, he snorted loudly, blowing the contents of his ample nose down onto his dinner plate.

Cecil

Soon after we arrived in Idaho, my brother took us to meet his friend Cecil.  We entered his home without knocking and, hearing the three of us come into the house, Cecil sauntered out from the bathroom fresh from the shower, stark naked.  Buckey and I were a bit taken aback, but Cecil didn’t seem to care.  He didn’t bother to cover up at all, but sat there in the living room talking with us for over an hour.  The scene reminded me of Manet’s,  “Luncheon on the Grass”.

I could tell quite a few stories about Cecil, but one is perhaps enough.  After the war was over, my two brothers, Hugh and Jim, moved in together.  Their place was nice enough, but they didn’t have the wherewithal to furnish it with the basic household items.  Cecil decided he would help out and he did so, in his own special way.  Whenever he would go out to a restaurant he would leave with both his stomach, and his socks, full.  As the meal progressed, Cecil would slip a knife, a spoon, and a few forks into his socks.  By the time dessert arrived he’d have both legs loaded down with silverware.  On one occasion Cecil was having such a good time that he decided, silverware and all, he would take a turn on the dance floor.  I don’t know if it was a rumba, or a cha-cha, but whatever dance step it was, Cecil was so animated that he littered the dance floor with silverware.

Getting Even

Teenagers in pre-War Pocatello amused themselves by attaching spot lights to their cars and driving around at night, shining the bright beam into the eyes of oncoming traffic.  It was a dangerous prank: the unsuspecting drivers were suddenly blinded, and had to either make a quick, dangerous stop or yank their cars off the side of the road.

One night my brother Hugh was riding with his friend Hank, when they encountered one of these pranksters.  The beam of light blinded Hank and he reacted by yanking the wheel to the left, pulling his car into oncoming traffic before coming to a screeching halt.  The prankster ended up having to come to a sudden stop himself and, before he could pull away, Hank grabbed a hammer, jumped out of his car, and set to work on the teenager’s spotlight.  With two blows, the spot light was smashed to bits.  With two better-aimed blows, it tore loose from the car and fell clattering to the ground.  Hank reached down, picked up the mangled metal, and handed it to the shaking driver, saying in a very calm and pleasant voice, “I think this belongs to you.”

Scaling the Heights
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For a few weeks after arriving in Pocatello, Buckey and I went with Hugh to various small towns as he did his job of inspecting small cheese factories.  One of these towns we visited was Arco, Idaho.  On the outskirts of Arco are cliffs on which local high school students have painted, in gigantic letters visible for miles, the dates of their impending graduation.  Seeing these cliffs, Buckey and I got the bright idea that we would take a little hike up there for fun and exercise.  Midwesterners, however, are not used to the scale and scope of the West.  What we thought would be an afternoon’s adventure, requiring at most about four hours, turned into quite an ordeal.  The four hours that we had allotted went by and we weren’t much more than half way up.  It took a full eight hours to get all the way to the top.  Needless to say, we weren’t prepared and that meant we had neither food, water, nor the other basic necessities.  Poor Buckey had to “go“ real bad, but had nothing to use for toilet paper.  We did have a pack of gum and, believe it or not, Buckey, with a surgeon’s skill, made do with the wrappers.  Unbeknownst to us, by that time we were the biggest thing to happen to Arco since the General Store burned down two years before.  A crowd of townspeople had, in fact, joined my brother at the roadside location where our climb had begun, and were taking turns passing his binoculars back and forth to watch our progress.  Whether they had witnessed Buckey’s skillful manipulation of the gum wrapper was never discussed.  Nonetheless, when we finally reached level ground, around two a.m., there were still a few loyal townspeople waiting to greet us.

Mrs. Rutke’s Advice

After a month in Pocatello without being able to find work, Mrs. Rutke suggested that I try the Union Pacific Railroad, which had a huge stores department in town.  Following her advice, I went down to their office, filled out the necessary forms, and then went back to the rooming house to wait.  Mrs. Rutke however, was surprised to see me back so soon.  She explained to me that “in the real world” the jobs went to those who showed the most initiative.  “You go back down there,” she insisted, “and sit on a bench outside the employment office and wait.  One day they will be short-handed and, rather than go to their records, they will see you sitting there and you’ll get the job.” I did as she suggested and, after just a week of waiting, her prophecy came true.  I still heed Mrs. Rutke’s advice.  If you want something, go after it, don’t wait for it to come to you.

My first job on the railroad was to simply load and unload the boxcars.  When work was slow I’d be given a two-wheeled cart and was sent out to “police” the yards.  As most of the yard workers were either black or Mexican, my towhead stood out and I was given the nickname “Whitey”.

After a month or so of yard work, I was brought indoors as an office boy.  That job consisted of collecting and sorting mail, running work off on the mimeograph, or helping out wherever I was needed.  The Office Manager’s name was Payne, and what a pain he was!  At some point in the past, he must have screwed up and sent out unstamped mail.  To be sure it never happened again, he would go through the mail no less than three times before allowing me to take it to the Post Office.  In general, though, the work was not in the least bit demanding.  It was almost with a sense of relief then that, when war was declared, I submitted my resignation.

In all the time I was with the railroad in Pocatello I had never seen the big boss, Mr. McFadden, even though his office was right next to ours.  Still, I had heard quite a lot about him and knew that most people were afraid of him.  So I was surprised, and a bit apprehensive, when shortly before my resignation took effect, I was called in to see him.  As it turns out, he had heard of my resignation and my plans to enlist, and wanted to commend me for my patriotism, and thank me for my service to the railroad.  He was also delighted that I had chosen the Marines, as he had served in the Marines during World War I.

After the war, when I returned to Illinois, McFadden took the trouble to track me down, sending me a letter in which he told me that, if I wanted it, I still had a job with the railroad.  I also learned that my four years of military service would count as railroad time relative to my pension and job preference, and that if I chose to rejoin the railroad I could pick any job over which he had jurisdiction.  I wrote back and thanked him, but informed him that I had decided I would go to college on the GI Bill.  I’ll never forget him, though, and his kindness toward me: he was a true gentleman.

The Inheritance

The popularity of the television program “The Antiques Road Show” has given thousands of people the illusion that age equals value.  They watch the show, then immediately dive into their basement or attic, looking for that dusty tapestry or moldy bureau that some crazy collector will spare no expense to acquire.

My older brother Hugh was a horse lover and had subscribed to Western Horseman magazine since its inception, never missing an issue for over twenty years.  Eventually, his collection filled countless steamer trunks, boxes, attics and, at one point, back issues were even stored in his refrigerator.  Hugh was sure that these back issues, all of which he endeavored to maintain in perfect condition, would be a boon to his heirs.  He even managed to convince us brothers of their value and, on his passing, we contacted the publishers and discretely inquired whether they might be interested in a buy-back of his collection.  They wrote back and informed us that, as postal rates were rising, they no longer sold back issues and were incinerating those that remained in their warehouse.  Undaunted we tried E-Bay, but had no takers.  We finally managed to pawn them off on Hugh’s former cleaning lady.  When Hugh was alive, she’d bring her two boys with her when she came to clean the house, and the old magazines fascinated them.  She could have the magazines for free, she was told, as long as she took each and every one.

You’d think that this would have been a valuable lesson.  And yet, right now, I have over six hundred finished paintings, stored on racks, in my studio.  I have no illusion as to their value, though.  I expect that they will become fuel for my funeral pyre.  I don’t regret that outcome.  In painting, as in life, it’s the journey and not the destination that is important.

Pheasant Hunting

My brothers Hugh and Jim were excellent shots and made a point of taking a week to go hunting every fall.  A full week before deer season opened, Jim would take off for the hills, spending a few days scouting for deer signs, and for a spot to lay in wait when he returned the next week.  He must have known what he was doing because he never failed to bring down a deer on the first day of hunting season.

Hugh, Jim, and another friend whose name I have forgotten, once took me pheasant hunting.  Hunters were limited to three pheasants per day each, and on the first day the three experienced hunters had their quota before the sun had reached its highest point in the sky.  I, however, had not bagged a single pheasant, so they teamed up to help me out.  The three went to one end of a cornfield and began to drive the birds in my direction.  I took shot after shot, but missed every time.  Finally the three gave up, and quickly bagged my three pheasants for me.

It is interesting to note that, during and after the war, these pheasant hunters had all managed to attain the Marine’s ‘Expert’ rating with the M-1 carbine, while I had never been able to rate higher than ‘Marksman’.  And yet, ironically, out of the four Dorst brothers, while I was the worst shot, I was also the only one who saw combat.

Chapter 6: The War Years

Selecting the Marines

For those who volunteer for military service, there are a number of supposedly rational reasons for choosing a particular branch of the military.  Perhaps a parent or sibling had served in that branch, or they had a love of the sea, or were entranced by the idea of learning to fly.  My decision was made long before the war.

It all came down to two posters that, prior to leaving for Idaho, I had seen at the filling station on the Wade property in Greenbush, Wisconsin.  Housed in a log cabin, the station did little business but, for some reason, was a favorite place for recruiters to leave pamphlets on the various branches and posters that romanticized the life of a soldier, or sailor or, in my case, a Marine.

The first poster to catch my attention showed a suntanned Marine wearing a salty uniform, leaning up against a coconut tree.  I was almost ready to sign up right then and there.  Who wouldn’t want to be in the South Pacific where I knew, from my study of the National Geographic, was a land of beaches, balmy breezes, and bare-breasted women.  The other poster showed a fierce Marine, gun at port, charging right out of the poster, and bore the slogan “First to Fight”.  I was sure that, if hostilities were to develop, the war would be short-lived due to America’s overwhelming might, so I wanted to be sure to get my licks in!  Before it was over, I got a lot of licks in.

Enlisting

When war broke out, I was living in Pocatello, Idaho, and working at a boring job at the Union Pacific Railroad.  Enlisting seemed an obvious choice to me then, exchanging what I saw as a dead-end job for a life of high adventure.  On word of my decision, my older brother Hugh, also of draft age, decided he might as well join and the next day my cousin Buckey came to the enlistment office with us too, intending to make it a threesome.

The Marines were at that time accepting only perfect specimens, though, and Buckey failed the physical because he had a bridge that replaced three front teeth he had surrendered to a light pole while sledding in his youth.  Later on, as the war wound down and there were fewer and fewer to choose from, even the Marines relaxed their entrance requirements and you could have passed the exam with your front teeth in your pants pocket.

There was such a rush to enlist in those first days after Pearl Harbor that we weren’t called up until January 19, 1942.  We were actually sworn in at Salt Lake City and then put on a train for San Diego.  Based on age, they selected a sheepherder to be in charge of our group and, for the most part, we pulled the wool over his eyes.  Many of the enlistees spent their last days of freedom in a bottle.  One recruit was so drunk that every time the train went around a bend in the tracks, he’d come flying out of his upper berth.  Time and time again, the porter had to wrestle him back up into his berth, admonishing him with the threat “I’s going to tell the Gover’ment on you.”

Boot Camp

Boot Camp was an eye-opener.  Everything you’ve heard about it was true!  Yes, they shaved my head.  Yes, they swore at me night and day.  Yes, they put a bucket on my head and beat it with a stick!

As soon as reveille sounded, well before dawn, you were up and running and you didn’t relax until you hit the sack at taps.  In between they came up with marvelously inventive ways to torture you, like running a mile carrying two buckets, half-filled with sand, all the way to the beach where you dumped the sand and filled the buckets with water then ran them back to the starting point.  It was brutal, tough, and above all monotonous.  Sometimes, they’d have you stand at attention in the sun for two hours.  They thought it was character building for you to learn to shave without water.  You were always being punished for real, and imaginary infractions of the rules.  Their purpose was to break you down so that you could be re-programmed in the Marine mold.  If you could stand it, you made it.  If not, you were discharged.  Even then, if they thought you were salvageable you had the opportunity, lucky you, to repeat those nine weeks of Hell!

If you made it through Boot Camp, it was on to the rifle range for two weeks of weapons training.  Having access to live ammunition was too much for some overly wrought trainees and several used the weapons on themselves.  As we went through the weapons training, it was still the cold side of spring in California and the place was freezing.  You went to bed wearing every stitch of clothing you had.  The training facility was located at a high altitude and at night it got so cold the water in the fire buckets froze solid.  Hugh ended up in sickbay with a case of pneumonia, losing 10 of his 140 pounds.
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If you made it through the abuse and the cold and didn’t shoot yourself, you were rewarded with a two-week furlough.  I took that opportunity to head all the way back to [image: image29.jpg]


Illinois to say goodbye to friends and family and, while I was there, the Government enacted a national 35 miles per hour speed limit.  When it was time to leave, I had to take a bus all the way from Illinois to Los Angeles and the patriotic driver never exceeded that new gas-saving limit.  2000 miles at 35 miles per hour, with countless stops on the way, meant I was stuck on that bus for nearly three days.  By the time we reached our destination, my ankles were swollen beyond recognition.  I checked into a hotel and spent six hours soaking in a hot bath!

Camp Elliot

After Boot Camp, I spent a month doing mess duty at the base before being assigned to a Weapons Company in the Second Marine Division stationed at Camp Elliot about 20 miles north of San Diego.  Unfortunately, at Camp Elliot I was assigned mess duty again, while they tried to find the right niche for my “talents”.  I didn’t know how to drive, so the motor pool was out.  I’d seen too many pots and pans, so I refused Cooks and Bakers school.  I was so eager to get into the action that I volunteered to join the Second Marines Raider battalion.  The Raiders were an elite unit patterned after the English Commandos.  Their mission was to drop into enemy territory, do their damage, and get out before the enemy knew they were there.  A guy by the name of Evans and I went for the interview, conducted by a well-spoken, bespectacled Captain.  Walking back to our barracks, Evans asked me if I knew who that was conducting the interview?  It was Jimmy Roosevelt, the President’s son!  Turns out that twenty-one was the minimum age for the Raiders.  Evans, who was just twenty-one, was accepted.  I was just nineteen, though, and was turned down.

Yes, I had heard the old military adage, “never volunteer for anything.”  But I think I hated boredom more than anything so, seeking relief from the make-work jobs that they provided (picking up cigarette butts, cleaning the “head”), I went against military tradition and volunteered for everything!  I took a class, for example, in aerial photo interpretation.  One of the assignments was to assemble a [image: image30.jpg]


montage of photographs that showed what a target would look like from the air from the pilot’s perspective.  You were supposed to cut out the centers of each photograph, where there was less distortion, and, overlapping the edges, glue the separate pieces together.  Logic suggested that we start at the center, working outward.  But my partner, Pop Womack, a man who started out every day with a hangover, insisted we start from the outside and work our way in.  We ended up running out of photographs, leaving a big hole in the center of our montage.  Thankfully we weren’t graded on that effort.
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I also took a class in aircraft identification.  The course began with the instructor flashing slides of the silhouettes of Japanese aircraft onto a screen.  At the first session, the instructor left the silhouettes on the screen until we could all identify them.  By the end of the course, the silhouette was flashed on the screen for one one-hundredth of a second and you were expected to identify each plane.

A year later I was on Guadalcanal.  During one of the lulls in the fighting the same aircraft identification course was offered.  The instructor started by showing the slides slowly, identifying each plane as it appeared.  Then, just to show us what we were expected to learn, he ran through the slides again, at maximum speed.  To everyone’s surprise, including the instructor, as the slides flew by, I rattled off the names of each plane.  My fellow Marines were impressed and the instructor thought I was a genius, that is, until I revealed my secret.  

In all the time I spent in the Marines, I don’t think anything I had ever learned at any of the schools I attended came in handy.  The Marines didn’t need specialists they needed “Grunts!”

How to Amuse a Marine

There was this one guy in our outfit who, having been raised on a farm, could mimic a wide variety of farm animals including a stallion preparing for action.  Whenever there was a quiet moment, which was rare, he’d break the silence with a series of authentic whinnies, snorts, whistles and farts.  They often transported our outfit around town in the back of an open truck and, if we happened to come across an attractive young woman, he’d go right into his act.  The young lady had no idea where these strange sounds were coming from or why a truckload of Marines was convulsed with laughter.

Camp Pendleton

Just before the Second Marine Division shipped out, the brass decided to use some of us to form the new Third Marine Division, and shipped us out to the newly opened Camp Pendleton up the coast from San Diego.

The training at Camp Pendleton was nothing unexpected, and that was the problem.  In order to keep us in fighting condition, it was decided that we should take an intensive two-week fitness course.  Groups of 40 were trucked over to Bing Crosby’s Del Mar Racetrack, which had been loaned to the Government by Bing and turned into a fitness camp.  Days at Del Mar began with a two-mile run before breakfast, followed by hours of calisthenics, and then a forced march before lunch.  Afternoons were a day at the beach, literally, as we practiced landings from rubber rafts.  The day ended with games of touch football or volleyball, followed by one last brutal run.  It was tough but, compared to the monotony of Camp Pendleton, it was enjoyable.  In fact, when I got back to Pendleton and found that they were short of 40 for the next group, I volunteered to go again.  On the first morning back at Del Mar, I was the first to finish the 2-mile run.  I accepted the congratulations of my fellow Grunts with proper humility, not bothering to mention that this was my second Del Mar vacation and that I was now in the best shape of my entire adult life!

Off to New Zealand

I joined the Marines dreaming of bare-breasted Polynesian women and out of concern that I might miss out on the action, but I spent the first year of my enlistment in California.  Finally, in the first part of 1943, I was on a ship headed for New Zealand.  Our outfit actually sailed on a Dutch freighter, the Blume Fontaine, with an Indonesian crew.  I guess the Marines knew what they were doing, as we had no Navy escort, even though the seas were still harboring Japanese subs.

We had spent a year training and most of us were in damn good shape when we embarked, but life on board the Blume Fontaine soon had us on our knees.  To begin with, sleeping was next to impossible, especially if you made the mistake of picking out a lower bunk.  I had four other seasick Marines urping above me and in a very short time my bunk was uninhabitable.  I ended up sleeping on deck.

The day onboard the Blume began with reveille and a mad rush for breakfast, of a sort.  Mostly, it was a small portion of watery scrambled dehydrated eggs.  When you had wolfed that down, you went immediately to the end of the line, winding all around the ship, for the second and last meal of the day.  The inadequacy of the chow, the inability to keep it down, and the unrelenting heat and boredom, sapped our strength and left us nostalgic for the beaches of Del Mar.

Finally, we docked on the other side of the world, in Auckland, New Zealand.  There, we were met by a brass band, hundreds of cheering civilians, and, most importantly, were each handed a loaf of freshly baked bread.  After the Blume’s poor excuse for food, that fresh bread tasted better than any cake I’d ever eaten.

Despite our weakened state, the brass decided to put on a show.  The word went out that everyone had to carry on their shoulders, along with all their other gear, a box of ammo as they disembarked.  I got the word a little late, so, when I went below, all that was left were ammo boxes that weighed in excess of 100 pounds.  There was no way I could shoulder that amount, especially in the state I was in, so I slid the box down the gang plank and pushed it along the deck the entire length of the pier, while the band played The Star Spangled Banner.  The assembled crowd viewed my embarrassment, which probably negated the image the brass was attempting to present.

We were quartered in a tent city set up on a soccer field known as Onehunga Park.  Before I had a chance to unpack my kit, I was assigned to the Officers Mess.  That wasn’t all that bad, it was boring work but business was slow.  In fact, no one showed at all.  The explanation was simple, in town you could order up a steak and egg dinner for 27 cents but at the Officers Mess all they offered was mutton.  As I understand it, mutton was what New Zealand “paid” America for the military equipment that we were “lending” it.  It was called Lend/Lease, and it was Roosevelt’s way of offering the world a lifeline before Pearl Harbor brought us into the war.  We could have all the mutton we wanted, but there weren’t too many Americans that knew what mutton was, much less had a taste for it.  

After weeks of setting tables and hauling food from the kitchen to the mess, only to have no one show up for dinner, I got a little frustrated.  I climbed up onto a wash rack and pulled myself over the walls of Onehunga and made my way into town for a little R&R.

I could have been in real trouble.  I had no pass, no chance of climbing back into camp, so I decided to “tough it out”, come back in by the main gate, and try to bluff my way in with a story of a lost pass or some other plausible excuse.  When I got to the gate though, my fears vanished in an instant when I recognized that one of my buddies had drawn guard duty that night.

Eats

New Zealanders inherited their culinary skills from Great Britain.  That is to say, they had no culinary skills.  They made a meat pie consisting of hamburger wrapped in a doughy blanket and served cold.  If the word atrocious can be applied to food, then this is where it applied.

The one local repast I could usually tolerate was a simple meal of steak and eggs, but they tried hard to ruin that one as well.  It was like the famous scene in the Jack Nicholson film “Five Easy Pieces”; you could have your steak with eggs, or tomatoes, or potatoes, but they adamantly refused to serve it with more than one side at a time.  

Once I was invited to dine at a private home with a local family, and was surprised to discover that the meal would consist entirely of cold cuts and Brussels sprouts.  You would have thought they were having filet mignon, though, when the meal was served the family put their heads down and didn’t come up for air until the last scrap had been inhaled.  There didn’t seem to be a social component to meals in New Zealand.  Meals were simply feeding time, a way to measure the progress of the day, and take a head count.

To ensure that the man of the house was present at supper, any establishment that served booze had to shut down between five and seven.  That didn’t sit too well with the American military, especially the Marines.  It was just impossible for a Marine on liberty to go without a drink for two hours.  But Americans are known for their ingenuity, and we quickly found a way around this quaint regulation.  Just prior to closing time we would order two quart bottles of beer or ale, and slip them into the deep, lower pockets that were part of the uniform.  Then we ambled around town for two hours with the widest hips ever seen on a man.

Girls

When I was in Auckland, seventy percent of the able men of New Zealand were off in Africa, fighting Germans.  So, naturally, the men of the American military wanted to do everything they could to help out.  Remember, we had just come from San Diego where the men outnumbered the women, ten to one.

It was easy to meet women in Auckland.  I met a nice-looking young lady at a department store, where she was working, and in no time we had plans to attend a movie the very next evening.

Locals referred to the movies as “the theatre”, and before the feature started everyone stood up and sang “God Save the Queen.”  It was all very exciting to me, sitting beside someone of the opposite sex who was actually willing to talk to me.  I was so excited at our initial meeting that had I failed to notice that my date was adenoidal.  She spent the entire film breathing loudly through her open mouth.  And that was as good as it got, girl-wise, for me!

But I don’t think I was representative of the average Marine.  I knew, for example, that my buddy Lyle Sheen did quite well with the ladies.  Of course, Lyle had the build of William Bendix, along with dimples and an engaging smile that exposed a flashing gold tooth.  He also had quite a winning personality.  In no time at all, Lyle and a local girl became very close.

Lyle begged me to sell him a ring I had purchased in San Diego: a simple silver signet ring with the Marine Corp emblem on it.  Lyle wanted to present it to his Kiwi Kutie but, at first, I resisted.  Later though when we got our orders, I gave in and Lyle presented her with the ring a week before we shipped out.

A year later, Lyle fell victim to a sniper’s bullet on Guam.  I mourned his passing and always wondered about his New Zealand girlfriend.  She may have sensed something was wrong when the letters stopped coming, but I don’t know if she ever knew what really happened to Lyle.

The Boonies

After a month in Auckland, we were shipped off to the remote, northern part of the north island.  New Zealand was, at that time, within striking distance of Japanese planes, so we were supposed to be ready to repulse any attack.  We set up our anti-aircraft guns and waited, and waited.  Luckily, our small unit was not required to fend off a major attack and we saw no Japanese.

While we waited, we went about our usual routine.  One night, I was assigned to guard the motor pool, which happened to be located on a bluff overlooking the ocean.  After a few hours of playing soldier, patrolling back and forth, it was my assessment that New Zealand was safe so I climbed into a truck, rolled down the windows, and continued to patrol from a reclining position.

Enter Lieutenant “Pudgy”.

Pudge had actually been an enlisted man in our outfit, but somehow was selected for Officer Candidate School.  When he graduated, they made the mistake of assigning him back to the same unit.  He had not been too popular as an enlisted man, and when he returned as an officer he became, if anything, less popular.

I was lying back in the truck, taking my ease, when Lieutenant Pudge’s face suddenly appeared in the open window, inches from mine.  I croaked “who goes there?”, but that didn’t help.  Pudge called for the Sergeant of the Guard, who escorted me directly to the brig.  At our makeshift camp, the best we could do for a brig, was a tent.  They weren’t worried about anyone escaping, though.  We were in a very remote location with nowhere to run to.  My “cellmate” was a muscle-bound screw up named Goodie.  He had been incarcerated for going AWOL (Absent Without Leave).  His defense was that three women had held him hostage for a week, against his will, as a sex slave.  In fact, according to credible testimony at his trial, he had spent the entire week at a roller skating rink.  

In the end, the charges against me were dropped, largely because the other officers in our unit, who weren’t too fond of Lieutenant Pudge either, had persuaded him to desist.  I was given Mess duty as punishment, which considering all of the time I had already spent on Mess duty up to that point, made me feel like I was coming home.

A Night at the Movies

Out in the boonies of New Zealand, boredom was our biggest enemy.  We were starved for any kind of entertainment, so were overjoyed when we were issued an old-fashioned movie projector along with a silver canister containing, according to the label, Bette Davis in “All This and Heaven Too”.

Easter, the company barber, who never tired of telling how, when he was home on furlough, he had marched in a parade and a girl had “wonked” at him, was for some unknown reason designated the company projectionist.  Easter had not received any specific training on this equipment, and had no apparent mechanical aptitude, so when the movie appeared on the screen upside down he had no idea how to solve the problem.  Nor did anyone else in the Battalion.  What a sight!  Three hundred Marines standing on a hillside, in the rain, doubled over, their nostrils filling with water as Charles Boyer tried to resist Bette Davis!

The Marine Corp had a way of rewarding incompetence with promotions and, six months before I made corporal, Easter got his second stripe.  Then again, I was the one who stood in the rain watching an inverted movie: maybe they had it right.

Gagon’s Girl

Gagon was the company cook and, by his own admission, a certified “Ladies Man”.  For over a year, as I toiled in the mess, I was forced to listen to Gagon recount the stories of his many conquests, none of whom could compare to the dream girl he met in New Zealand: a raven-haired beauty of Maori descent.  In his thirty years of amorous adventures, Gagon boasted, he had never met a more beautiful woman nor one better “in the sack.”  I have to admit that I believed every word Gagon told me.  After all, he was older, experienced, and Maori women were very close to the “bare breasted” women that I had envisioned when I first saw that Marine recruitment poster at the filling station years before.  In our Company, another Marine had also taken the Maori route, hooking up with a local lady in her late fifties that he described as heavy-set, with salt and pepper hair.  Before leaving the bar where they had met, they negotiated a price, and then retired to her home in a run-down part of town.  As they were disrobing, the Marine noticed that she was wearing Marine-issue underwear, stamped boldly with the name “Gagon.”  “Do you know Gagon?”, the incredulous Marine asked. “Oh yes,” she replied without hesitation, “he’s my boyfriend.”

Guadalcanal

We were shipped to Guadalcanal after it had been secured from the Japanese, so that our unit could train for a future landing.  We were well aware of the hell that Marines had endured in wresting the area from the Japanese, but our situation was much better.  We were put up in tents on a coconut plantation, with the widely spaced trees creating some natural shade, and the dreaded mosquitoes, for the most part, were kept under control.  The only negatives to this setting were the coconuts that would every once in while, fall from the trees and land on someone’s head: that along with the occasional visits from “Washing Machine Charlie.”  Charlie was a Japanese bomber pilot who was so-named because of the unique noise his aircraft engine made.  Whenever the Japanese sent planes to bomb Henderson Field, he would make a detour to our encampment to let us know he was thinking about us.  Usually we heard him coming, and would have time to get into our foxholes.  Charlie did manage to wound my underwear, when I had hung it on a rope in our tent, and Charlie’s bomb went off nearby, shredding the tent and my freshly laundered briefs.
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Our only other combat experience at Guadalcanal was when we were sent into the hills to track down the remnants of the Japanese units that had been defeated before our unit arrived.  Scattered collections of Japanese troops were hiding out in the mountains.  We never actually saw any Japanese but, several times, we came across their encampments with evidence that they had cleared out quickly: cooking fires still burning and rice bowls dropped in haste as they fled back into the jungle.
On one of those forays into the hills, I found a poi bowl at a deserted native village.  It was about two feet long, and carved from a single log.  Since we had arrived in the Pacific, we had been sending small souvenirs purchased from the local natives back to our families in the States, but I was unsure whether I could get them to send such a large item.  I went to see the officer in charge of shipping, and found him in his tent, crating up a 16-foot long War Canoe!  Considering that, he couldn’t very well refuse my request.  

Once it was discovered that I could actually read, write, and, most importantly, type, I was assigned to Company Intelligence.  Our unit consisted of a Sergeant, a Second Lieutenant, and me.  The Lieutenant couldn’t set a schedule, read a map, or fill out a form, which is probably why they needed me.  The Lieutenant’s intellectual deficiencies didn’t prevent him from becoming the epitome of the “gung-ho” Marine though, when we finally saw combat.  He single-handedly charged enemy bunkers, tossed satchel charges into caves, and proved himself a real leader when and where it counted most.

Bougainville

After years of mess duty, endless training, and fruitless forays into the jungles above our coconut campground at Guadalcanal, we were finally sent into combat at Emperor Augusta Bay on the island of Bougainville.  

Since I was in an Intelligence unit, a Sergeant and I were sent ashore ahead of our unit to scout out positions for our anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns.  As it turned out, there was no need for either, as we had gained air supremacy with our victory at Midway, and the swampy terrain abutting the landing site was impossible for tanks of either army to cross.

I do recall one bit of air combat at Bougainville, when a Japanese plane went right over my head with a Navy Douglas SBD “Dauntless” in close pursuit.  The Japanese plane turned the tables on the Dauntless however, and the Navy crew ejected a few hundred yards off the beach, their plane crashing into the surf.

With our anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns of no use, we were ordered to the front to build bunkers out of coconut logs.  We had to drag everything we needed, sandbags, ammunition, tools, food, and water through the swamps.  To do this, we suspended those items on a long pole and, with a man on each end, trudged through two miles of swamp, up to our chests in water.  We couldn’t drop or rest our cargo the whole way as, once in the water, it would disappear into the muck and be lost forever.  So back and forth we went, in the heat, chest deep in the water, with nothing but K-rations to eat.  By the time our unit was pulled off the island I had lost 60 pounds.  In the end, no Japs ever made it to those bunkers, being kept at bay by our constant artillery shelling.  This shelling also accounted for our only casualties, when shells fell short and landed in our area.  

On the Beach

We were eventually relieved by an Army unit and sent back to the beach for evacuation.  While we waited to be evacuated, we were formed into skirmish lines and ordered to find the dead Japanese that were stinking up the area.  We waded through the swamp but, instead of the corpses of soldiers, we found dozens of turkey carcasses floating there.  This was around Thanksgiving and the frozen turkeys had been off-loaded from the ships so that our troops could enjoy a real turkey dinner far from home.  But war has a way of interrupting dinner plans, and after sitting in the sun for a few days, they became unsalvageable and were dumped in the swamp.

Back on the beach I discovered that the Raider unit that I had volunteered for over a year before, were camped nearby.  I went looking for my buddy Evans, who had been accepted for their rigorous training.  He was there all right but, when he crawled out of his pup tent, I hardly recognized him.  He was skin and bones, disoriented and lethargic.  The Raiders unit, too, had been knocked down a peg or two.  Despite the lofty goals originally envisioned for them, they were rarely utilized for special missions and became, in the end, just another bunch of grunts.

Our Sergeant Bilko

Every unit had its own Sergeant Bilko:  a noncom who could sell ice cubes to Eskimos and bend the rules right up to the breaking point.  Our Bilko was actually a corporal and, although the brass were well aware of his shenanigans, he got a pass by working for the company’s benefit.  A classic example of his handiwork was a scam he pulled off just before we left Bougainville.  He drove a dilapidated old jeep around to the units that had just arrived in Bougainville and promised them that, in exchange for filling the vehicle up with hams, fruit, and other desirable edibles, they could have the jeep when we shipped out.  Of course, he made the same offer for that single jeep to five separate units, so in the days before we shipped out our company feasted.  Then, just before we left he drove the jeep into a nearby swamp.  It was theirs for the taking if they could find it.

Later, back on Guam, the officers tasked the corporal with finding a washing machine for our new campsite.  Our ‘Bilko’ disappeared for a day or so, and came back with a brand new washing machine, still in its crate.  I never found out what he had used in ‘trade’, but I have a suspicion it was probably several ‘authentic’ Japanese flags that he had personally manufactured.

The Sound Sleeper

While we were still Stateside, one member of our unit became justifiably famous for his ability to sleep through anything.  To get him up and out in the morning we literally had to flip his mattress onto the deck, then kick him a few times for good measure.  Months later, when we were in Bougainville.  standing watch in shifts and sleeping in jungle hammocks thanks to our Bilko’s midnight requisitions (and an Army unit that had left them unguarded), a major earthquake rocked the area, setting those hammocks swinging madly back and forth.  Our famous sleeper, thinking it was his time to go on watch, started shouting, “Leave me alone, God damn it!  I’m getting up.  Now just leave me alone!”

The Wastes of War

You didn’t need an accountant to tabulate the wastes of war, it was plain to see everywhere you went.  Before every landing, our packs were inspected to make sure that we had everything specified in the manual.  You were supposed to have so many spare sets of underwear, socks, toilet paper and, hard to believe, a sewing kit.  Once you made it to shore alive, your first order of business was dumping everything you didn’t absolutely need to survive.  Out went the extra underwear, the socks, and the sewing kit.  Which way did they go?  Just follow the trail!

I remember standing on a beach and counting 67 landing craft that had been abandoned to the tide, and were now being taken apart by the pounding waves.  When we left Bougainville, the company dug a trench 30 feet wide by 200 hundred feet long and eight feet deep, filled it with blood plasma, then bulldozed it over.  I read someplace that Bougainville was the most organized campaign in the Pacific.  I wonder what a badly run campaign would have looked like.
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Libations

We were eventually transported back to Guadalcanal to train for our next landing.  Between campaigns we led a fairly normal existence.  Among our standard camp rations was a weekly beer allowance of two cans.  Because there was very little refrigeration, usually only one of those beers would be cold.  Given that two beers, cold or otherwise, would hardly whet your appetite, some of us would loan our allotment of beers out for a month.  At the end of that time, we could collect eight beers at once, giving us just about enough to get “happy” on, and forget for a few hours where we were.

Another source of alcohol were the sailors assigned to the supply ships that provided our units with supplies.  When they had finished unloading fruit and vegetables, beef and chicken, the sailors would sneak the real stuff ashore, selling it to the highest bidder.  A fifth of whisky went for about $150 and there were no shortage of customers.

Our company doctor, named Slifka, was right out of the movie MASH.  If he thought it would help improve our physical or mental state, he was all for it.  He ignored the rules and boosted morale by taking photographs of us, then sending the film stateside to be developed and delivered directly to our parents.  If he sensed we were undergoing a particular tough stretch, such as the time we built those bunkers on Bougainville, he’d call us one by one into the sick bay and administer a couple of throat-searing shots of so-called “medicinal liquor”.  He was the most admired officer in our unit.

Some troops brewed their own special concoctions, often using fermented raisins as a base.  The brass frowned on the practice, though, and it wasn’t attempted too often, since to do so you risked brig time.

In the Pacific Theatre there was also a famous native brew called Tuba, made by fermenting the top-growth of coconut trees.  I never tried it myself, but I understand that part of the adventure of Tuba was that you had to drink it through clenched teeth to filter out the flies that had drowned during the fermentation process.  Yummy!

It’s rare to hear of a service man that enjoyed waking at the break of dawn to the sound of a trumpeted reveille.  But back on Guadalcanal, we woke every morning to the sounds of martial music being played by the Marine Corp Band as they marched up and down our company street, and I honestly enjoyed it.  I can’t say the same for the band members, though, most of who were hung over from drinking copious amounts of Aqua Velva the night before.  You heard me right; they drank Aqua Velva, the aftershave!  They bought it by the case from the PX  and, to make it fit for consumption, simply filtered it through a loaf of bread.  I’m not sure of the science behind this filtering, but it must have worked, as I never saw a blind musician while I was in the service.

When we returned to Guadalcanal from Bougainville, our weapons companies, as well as the Para-Marines and the Raiders, were no longer needed and so were disbanded.  All personnel were then assigned to rifle companies.  I was sent to the 9th Marines, who were desperate for replacements.

Assimilating privates and PFCs into a rifle company was no problem, but corporals and all others of higher rank were not welcome.  Those non-commissioned officers already in the company that were waiting for promotions would see their chances disappear if other non-coms were put into their ranks.  To put a cap on what could have been a major problem, we non-coms were organized into what they called a pioneer platoon.  Our job was to load and unload ships, build roads and bridges (for which we had no equipment), and to act as litter bearers once in combat.  It was a terrific waste of brains and talent.  We fulfilled only part of our mission, mostly unloading ammo and acting as litter bearers.  I, being the only corporal, was made combat squad leader in addition to these other duties.

Enroute to Guam

On Guadalcanal we received additional training and, after a short respite, once again were loaded onto transports, part of the task force that would be attacking a group of islands called the Mariannas.

Our unit was kept on board ship for three weeks, held in reserve for the landings on Saipan and Tinian.  As it turned out, both islands were captured without our assistance.

When we first boarded the transport the Red Cross chose our unit to receive a hand-cranked record player and big box of records.  Trouble was that all thirty records featured the exact same recording of Glen Miller’s “String of Pearls”.  That didn’t stop the jitterbuggers on board, who played that same tune over and over, and over and over, day and night, night and day.  The record player never cooled until a Marine named Bailey, from Texas, snapped.  He picked up the record player, held it high over his head, and then smashed it to pieces on the deck.  Half of the unit wanted to throw him overboard, but the other half broke into immediate, sustained applause.  Then, for a few seconds, we experienced that rarest of commodities during wartime: peace and quiet.  Bailey got off with a dressing down.

After the “Pearls” were dashed to the deck, the brass realized that perhaps we had been confined on the ship for too long and decided to throw us a beach party, complete with beer.  Some of the Marines were a bit daffy at that point and refused at first to disembark, thinking they were being tricked into another landing.  It was hard to believe that, in the midst of the war, we could hold a luau on a tiny piece of Pacific real estate called Eniwetok Atoll.

The Guam Campaign

After the beach party, we re-focused, re-loaded, and on July 21st, 1944, landed on Guam.  The attack was spearheaded by our Third Marine Division, along with the First Provisional Brigade and, at first, we encountered only sporadic if determined resistance.  We moved quickly inland, setting up defensive positions every night.  We expected to be attacked after dark and we were seldom disappointed.  I manned a machine gun at one emplacement where the enemy’s nighttime attack was stymied by a heavy layer of accordion-barbed wire.  We were firing blindly into the dark, so were surprised to find forty dead Japanese in and around the wire the next morning.  Besides the endless ground assaults, we also had to deal with snipers in the trees.  Sadly, their presence was usually only discovered after they had taken out a few Marines.  During daylight combat we spread our troops thinly since a group was more likely to draw fire.  In the night that strategy was reversed, as we attempted to increase our firepower in order to fend off direct attacks.  At one point though, on Fonti Ridge, we had a very wide front to cover, requiring that we dig our foxholes two hundred feet apart from each other.  That turned out to be a disastrous decision, as during the night those positions were overrun and many Marines were killed.  It was an unwritten rule that you never left your foxhole at night.  Anything out and about was assumed to be the enemy.  If you had to relieve yourself, you did so in your helmet!

After we took the capital of Agana, the Japanese forces were in full retreat, pulling back toward the north end of the island.  We were moving faster than our supply lines could handle, so we resorted to raiding the abandoned Japanese stores, eating canned fish and rice.  At one point, our unit was lining both sides of a road, heading north, when a small Japanese tank, with its commander standing in the open hatch waving a Samurai sword, cruised right into the midst of our ranks.  We were surprised, for a moment, but then forty Marines opened fire.

A bit later an open truck carrying “10 in 1” rations drove through our ranks.  “10 in 1” rations were boxes that contained 1 meal each for ten men, or ten meals for one man.  As the truck roared by, they tossed one box off the truck and, like piranha, we quickly tore it open and divided up the contents.  I ended up with a can of stewed tomatoes that I made short work of, proclaiming “it was the best meal I’d had in days!”

Enemy soldiers were only one of the things that we fought in the Pacific.  Hunger and thirst were always attacking.  We went without bathing for weeks on end, and were plagued by “Jungle Rot”.  Blisters appeared under our armpits, in the folds and creases around the crotch, and anywhere else where sweat and dirt resided.  The Medics would open the blisters then swab you down with a potent, purple antiseptic that just made movement more painful.

Taking a Break

After Guam was secured, we set up a new camp on the east side of the island, the site of an old coconut plantation right on the ocean.  It was a picture postcard setting, which we did our best to ruin, adding an outdoor movie, mess hall, PX, showers and so on.  There were still remnants of the Japanese army roaming the island at that time, scrounging for food, so desperate that they often risked capture or death by breaking into our camp to feast on our garbage.  These were the only fat Japanese I saw during the whole war.  

We needed concrete for our shower area and I was put in charge of a group tasked with scouting the west shore of the island.  At the last minute, a Lieutenant decided to ride along with us, so naturally he was put in charge.  We quickly found what we were looking for and were headed back to camp with a load of concrete when the Provost Marshall stopped us.  According to the regulations, and the Provost Marshall, what we were doing was considered theft.  If I had been in charge I would have surely been headed straight to the stockade.  Instead it was the Lieutenant who took the rap, ending up confined to his tent for two weeks.  Not all of my luck was bad!

My First Flight

While we were staying on the island, I met a pilot from an artillery company.  Flying a frail, fabric-covered Piper Cub, he had served as a spotter, scooting around the island at low altitude, relaying back the location of enemy troops, gun emplacements, and other strategically valuable information.  With hostilities at an end on the island, he had little to do and came around our ocean-side camp looking for a meal of fresh fish.  I offered to trade him the fish for a ride on his plane and he accepted.  I didn’t catch the fish myself, but made arrangements with our laundry boy.  At that time our laundry was picked up by native boys, who took it to their village where the women would wash it “the old fashioned way”.  For a little extra remuneration, our laundry boy was glad to add a string of fish to his usual delivery.  For the fish the pilot took me on a one-hour tour of the island from above.  It was strange to move so quickly over territory that we had fought over, yard by yard, and where so many of my buddies were killed or wounded.  I also saw a few Japanese stragglers, here and there, who scampered for cover when we passed overhead.  They had nothing to fear, though.  We weren’t about to waste any ammunition on them: we knew that sooner or later, starvation would draw them out or, like many of their comrades, they would commit suicide.  Though I had come ten thousand miles from my home that was actually the first plane ride of my life.  It sure beat slogging through the mud.

The Card Player

One of the oldest Marines in our outfit was a guy named Elliot, from the wide-open spaces of Wyoming.  Before the war, Elliot had worked on ranches, breaking horses for a living, and from the way he limped around and his inability to lift his left arm above the shoulder, it seemed clear that a few of those horses had broken off some pieces of Elliot as well.

What I most remember about Elliot, though, was not his cowboy mannerisms or tales of the old west, but rather his lack of skill at cards.  On pay days, Elliot would collect his $21, like the rest of us, pay off his gambling debts from the month before, buy himself a half dozen sacks of Bull Durham and then, clutching his remaining four dollars, go off looking for a card game.

In less time than it took to tell Elliot’s little story, he’d lose the remainder of that month’s pay.  Then, making a fist at the end of his good arm, he’d start smashing himself in the face over and over, preceding each blow with the exclamation: “Elliot, you dumb son of a bitch!”

Billy

There was a young Navajo lad in our company by the name of Billy.  He was a normal grunt except for the fact that he never spoke.  If we were told to go to the Quartermaster and pick up an entrenching tool, Billy would get there early and wait patiently outside until the others showed up.  Then, when the others showed up and picked up the tool, Billy would fall in behind them.  Billy and I shared the same tent for a while and during that time he became my shadow.  If I went to the movies, Billy would go too.  If I went to the PX, Billy would tag along, pointing out to the clerk those items he wished to purchase.  Fortunately, Billy was able to visit the bathroom solo.

After returning from overseas, I was stationed at the Marine Corp base in San Diego.  As it turns out, my brother Hugh was stationed not far away, at the Naval Ammunition Dump in Fallbrook, California.  Hugh loved the duty at Fallbrook, largely because it included sentry duty on horseback.  I got a weekend’s leave and decided to visit Hugh.  After he had shown me around the dump he said, “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” We entered the squad room and there, sitting on a bunk, with the biggest smile on his face, was Billy!  He was so excited to see me that he almost talked.  We sat on his bed carrying on a one-way conversation.  I would ask a question and Billy would nod either yes or no, or with upturned arms and eyebrows, indicate that he didn’t know the answer.  I imagine when he returned to his reservation after he had been discharged, that if his vocal cords weren’t completely atrophied, he was probably a real chatterbox.

Misfits

All units had their share of misfits, malcontents, or madmen.  Many times they were veterans of the “Old Corps” and had seen China duty, or had seen a lot of combat and had finally just tuned out, developing what was called the “bulkhead stare.”  They were kind of a like a family’s crazy uncle, fed and clothed but kept out of sight when the neighbors dropped by.  My brother had one such individual in his Quartermaster outfit.  This particular misfit traded all of the hammers he could find in their storeroom for one sewing machine.  He then cut out cartoons from magazines, around which he would sew cardboard frames.  He would then take those framed cartoons to the officers’ quarters and present them to a particular officer saying, “Captain, this reminds me of you.” The officers, of course, knew the score and would simply send him back to the Quarter Master without even a reprimand.

At one point, I was assigned to “watch over” an individual suffering from a similar malady and this individual considered me a friend.  When he was returned stateside, he was, for the most part, kept out of sight.  To keep him busy, he was given the assignment of collecting trash, which he would drop into a wheelbarrow that he took everywhere he went.  Near the end of my enlistment I was lined up with other Marines, waiting to hear a farewell speech, when out of the corner of my eye I saw my old friend pushing his wheelbarrow down the ranks.  A moment later he spotted me, dropped his wheelbarrow, and came over to chat!  “Hey Dorsey, how’s it going,” he exclaimed loudly.  Luckily the Sergeant in charge saw him too and had him escorted away from our formation before the ceremony began.

Preparing for Iwo

Besides waiting for that next beer allotment, watching movies, and killing time walking sentry, we spent most of our time on Guam trying to figure out what hell hole they would send us to next!  After listening to the scuttlebutt, and examining maps, I made the bold prediction that it would be a little island called Iwo Jima.  I made my prediction known, but it was met with skepticism.

A little while later, I was seated on a coconut log waiting for a movie to begin when, over the loudspeaker, I was surprised to hear my name.  I was, the voice said, to report to the Battalion headquarters immediately!  I did so and was escorted into a room loaded with high-ranking officers, including a General.  I was asked to sit down and was then interrogated as to where I had received my information on our future landing.  I insisted that I had no source for my information and that, in fact, my selection was pulled out of the blue.  After sitting in the hot seat for thirty minutes, I was released with the admonition that I should keep my mouth shut and not mention it again.

Of course I had been right, Iwo Jima was next on our itinerary.  We were marched across Guam toward troop ships waiting on the west coast of the island, which were to take us directly to that now famous little island.  I remember very little of the march, or the trip, as I had contracted ‘Dengue Fever’ and was out of touch.  I do vaguely remember marching between a Construction Battalion (SeaBee) on the way across the island, the members of which ladled out ice-cold lemonade to us as we passed.  The Marines and the SeaBee’s had a mutual respect for one another.  We knew that oftentimes the SeaBees built roads, bridges and landing strips before an island was completely secure, going about their work while under fire from artillery, mortars and rifles.  The SeaBees, in turn, admired the Marines for their fighting ability, courage, and sacrifice.

Iwo Jima

No words can do justice to the carnage of Iwo Jima.  As I hit the beach, the bodies of dead and wounded Marines were already everywhere, the sand was cluttered with burning vehicles and abandoned supplies.  Mortar and small arms fire was constant.  I rode in on an Amtrack and, just as I jumped off the vehicle and put my foot in the sand, a mortar shell exploded, tearing the track on the opposite side of the vehicle right off.

I saw one Marine who had his private parts sheared off by shrapnel and I overheard his buddy assuring him that with medical advances everything could be put back together again.  I thought to myself, “First they’ll have to find the pieces.”
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Eventually, we fought our way to the far side of the island and dug in at the base of Mount Suribachi.  Still the Japanese held the high ground to the north and south of us, so we were under constant fire from both small arms and mortars.  We spread our force out as wide as we dared, as even a congregation of as little as three Marines was sure to draw immediate fire.  I spent the second night on Iwo Jima in an empty cistern, and when I woke I stepped into a bucket of decaying vegetation.  Later that same day, as I helped load a Marine onto a stretcher, he puked up a recently consumed chocolate bar all over the front of my uniform.  There was no chance to clean or change my uniform, so for almost a month I reeked of the unique blend of rotting vegetation and half-digested chocolate.

My squad functioned as litter bearers during the day and set up defensive positions at night.  There were over 26,000 casualties on Iwo Jima, so our services were in constant demand.  Progress across the island was slow and we paid dearly for every foot we advanced.  On one occasion, our squad was called upon, around dusk, to go up a rocky hill and bring back a casualty.  We found the wounded Marine and loaded him on a stretcher but, by the time we headed back downhill, the sun had disappeared and we were groping our way through the dark.  We hadn’t gone too far when a voice suddenly called out, “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” I answered that we were headed back to our lines with a casualty in tow.” You are headed for the enemy lines,” the voice informed us, “you better turn your asses around or you’ll all be casualties!”

Our duties as litter bearers often required us to expose ourselves to enemy fire and, as a consequence, we’d lose a man every few days.  There were always replacements, though, and off we’d go again.  On one memorable occasion, we were moving toward the front when a mortar shell landed between my legs, then bounced away without exploding.  There was a new replacement just behind me and, when he saw this happen, he lost it completely and fell to the ground totally immobilized.  We had to carry him out.  He had only been in combat for, at most, twenty minutes.

It was a sad fact that, as the war progressed, it became clear that those who had survived the early stages of the war and had accumulated combat experience stood a much better chance of surviving than rookies.  We knew from experience, and instinct honed under combat, when to hold and when to move forward.  I remember very well an incident when we were holed up, behind an embankment, when a new Captain showed up and decided he had to assess the situation.  He took just a bit too long to reconnoiter, though, and caught a bullet right between the eyes.  

I was there, someplace, when the flag was raised on Mt.  Suribachi: an event that has now been chronicled in photos, in film, books, and larger-than-life bronze statues.  I must have been busy elsewhere, though, as I have no recollection of this event.

It was tough going all around, on Iwo Jima, and to survive you learned not to take unnecessary risks.  If we had to cross open ground to get to the wounded, we would call for a tank and keep it between the enemy and us.  The tanks actually had a phone on their backside, so we could direct it just where we wanted it.  Once we got to the wounded we could load them through a trap door on the tank’s underside, then lead the tank back to safety, carrying additional wounded.

At dusk, we’d transform back into typical grunts and dig in for the night.  We’d try to stay as quiet and immobile as we could, waiting for the dawn when some of the Japs would come out of their caves to relieve themselves.  They were sitting or, should I say, squatting ducks and we’d take them out.

On another occasion, we dug in at the bend of a road, along a route taken by the Japanese as they tried to reach what they thought was the safety of Mt.  Suribachi.  Their communication had been disrupted and they didn’t know that we had taken Suribachi and, of course, we were happy for the confusion.  So when we dug in that night we expected company.  I placed my handgun on the edge of my foxhole, ready for action.  It was pitch black that night, but before too long I sensed something in front of me and reached for my handgun.  At the same time, I think the Japanese soldiers, who were so close I could practically feel their breath, detected my movement and for a second, it seemed, everything froze.  Then I started shooting, called out for my B.A.  R.  (Browning Automatic Rifle) man to join in and managed to toss a flare grenade to illuminate the scene.  The light, and the rounds from the B.A.R., caught them just as they reached the top of a mound on the other side of the road.  When the firing stopped we heard the telltale ping of Japanese grenades being activated, which was done by tapping them on their metal helmets.  That was followed, quickly, by muted explosions as the Japanese soldiers placed the grenades under their chins to commit suicide.  When the dawn came we counted eight dead Japanese who died by their own hands.

Always on the lookout for souvenirs, my B.A.R.  man Bradford picked up a carbine from one of the dead Japanese.  It turned out to be an unusual type and, when word got around, a Major officially requested it, supposedly so that he could study it.  Bradford strongly suspected that he was actually just trying to pull rank and keep the carbine for himself, so he wrapped it in a poncho and buried it in the sand.  The Major showed up in person, and when the carbine was not forthcoming, he said that if it was not in his hands by sundown, he wanted me, as squad leader, to show up for a court martial.  Rather than have me face charges, Bradford dug it up and surrendered it to the Major.

There weren’t many light moments in combat, but one exception was the story of Sergeant Fay and his unexpected visitor.  After a particularly cold night on Iwo Jima, Sergeant Fay woke up to find he had shared his foxhole with a baby hog.  Maybe he had been a farmer back in the States, but for some reason the Sergeant and the little hog bonded.  The Sarge began to feed the little creature, and pretty soon they were inseparable.  The Sergeant was a thirty-year man, and an alcoholic to boot, so this was probably the closest he had ever come to having a family!

The Wrong Tents

Towards the end of the fighting on Iwo, black Army troops, who were to replace us, had set up tents far behind the front lines.  Infiltrating Japanese came upon them and attacked with sword, bayonets, and what ammunition they had left with shouts of “Marines, you die!”  One soldier exited his tent and shouted back, “Hey, we ain’t Marines, we’s colored folks.”

Officers and SeaBees

In my experience, officers who were only in the service for the duration of the war were far easier to get along with than “lifers.”  Among the latter, those who had attended the Naval Academy at Annapolis were of an entirely different stripe.  Annapolis grads were always thinking of ways to add to their resumes.  As soon as the shooting stopped, they ran around the battlefield recommending each other for underserved medals.

After the fighting finally ended, we were sent back to the beach to await evacuation.  Adjacent to our site was a Construction Battalion encampment.  A few members of the SeaBees came down to talk with us and, discovering that we were still on field rations and expected to sleep on the beach, invited us to their mess tent and served us the first warm food we had tasted in months.  Then they insisted that we sleep on their cots, in their tents, while they stayed in the mess tent.  I’ll never forget this generous act.

Back to the States

When we got back to Guam after Iwo Jima, we were informed that the idyllic beachside encampment that we had built was now the Navy’s, so we were sent into the hills to set up a new one.  Soon, though, those of us who had been overseas for over two years got the word that we were headed home.  The transports that took us homeward made a scheduled stop at Pearl Harbor and, just as we steamed into the harbor, word came over the PA that a one-day liberty would be given out, the first day to those bunking on the port side and on the second day to those bunking on the starboard side.  I happened to be bunking on the starboard side of the ship but, after three years in the Marines, I wasn’t about to wait for my liberty.  I chose to “join” the port side, and took my liberty on day one.

We caught a bus into Honolulu and made a beeline for the nearest tavern.  To keep you from over-imbibing, the local bars used a ticket system.  When we came in the door we had the opportunity to buy a maximum of three tickets and we had to surrender one for each drink we ordered.  When our tickets were gone we were expected to leave.  We were on our last ticket when a Navy Chief sat down at our table.  We were getting up to leave but he stopped us, reached in his jacket, and handed each one of us five more tickets.  So much for the ticket system!  The next challenge I faced was how to get back on board without the duty officer writing me up.  As it turned out, when we got back to the ship, we discovered that to keep those left behind, the starboard bunch, from going over the side and swimming to Honolulu, they had set up chairs on the dock and dropped a screen over the side and were showing a movie.  Since I was, in truth, a starboard guy, I stayed for the movie and, when it was over, walked back on board undetected.  

Of course, I was right all along.  The next day the ship slipped out of the harbor in the early morning and I was the only one of the starboard bunch to ever see the bottom of a glass in Honolulu.

Back out at sea, the word got out that everyone’s gear was going to be searched and anything not specifically assigned to them, would be confiscated.  Almost everyone had something that fit the bill, such as 45 caliber pistols, carbines, rifle scopes, compasses, and more: things that we hoped to send home for personal use after the war.  Rather than run the risk of being brought up on charges, though, a carload of expensive gear was tossed over the side and, of course, the rumored search never materialized.  When we finally steamed into San Diego, however, all thought of the lost equipment was forgotten, as we were met dockside by a brass band and a large contingent of cheering, waving family members.  It was very different from the scene two years earlier, when we had departed from the same port, security dictated we leave in the dead of night, with no one there to wave goodbye.

As happy as I was to be back home, I could tell things had changed, even in the Marines.  Boarding a truck headed for the base I was seated next to a female Marine truck driver, or as her male counterparts referred to her, a BAM (Broad-assed Marine).  This was the first time I realized that women had joined the Corps.

Chapter 7: Stateside Duty

The Dumb One

Back in boot camp, three years before, there had been this big, heavy-set guy named Randall who had been recruited despite the fact that he couldn’t read or write.  Various members of our unit took turns attempting to teach him the rules of order and the other information that we were supposed to assimilate, but to no avail.  Eventually, he was sent to a casual company to await discharge and that was the last I had heard of him.

Three years later, I’m back at the Marine base in San Diego, California and I walk into the Slop Chute for a beer when I hear my name called by, of all people, Randall.  Turns out he was pulled out of the casual company he’d been sent to and assigned to this base.  While I was slogging through the swamps of the Pacific, old Randall was cleaning the rest rooms in the Officer’s Quarters.  As Randall related it, it was a dream job: he’d finish up around 10 a.m. every day and, with a permanent pass, he’d take liberty the rest of the day.  He liked it so much that he was thinking of “shipping over”, the term the Marines of my time used for re-enlisting.  

Considering what I had gone through overseas, and hearing of Randall’s posh existence, I wondered who the dumb one really was!

Brig Duty

When I was first back in the States, I was put in a casual company and often was assigned duty as a “chaser” for the base prison.  My assignment was to guard the prisoners when they went out on detail.  They issued me a shotgun and gave me two standing orders: first, never let anyone come between you and your prisoners and, second, if there were an escape attempt to shoot first and ask questions later.  I had other assignments as well, including riding around on the back of a garbage truck picking up trash.  

About a month later I got an assignment as a turnkey in the prison.  This was not a Holiday Inn.  Prisoners in the brig were housed forty to a cell and the turnkeys were locked into a small, adjacent room.  There was a red line painted on the floor, about two feet out from the walls, which the prisoners were not allowed to cross without requesting and receiving your verbal consent.  Prisoners were not allowed any outside contacts and received no mail.  The only personal items they were allowed were a towel and a toothbrush.  They could shave and shower twice a week.  Like boot camp, infractions by one prisoner resulted in penalties for all.  The most common punishment for infractions of the rules was what they called an “all nighter”.  The prisoners had to move all of the bunks in their cell to one side of the room, then mop down the cleared side.  Then they’d be instructed to move the bunks to the clean side and mop the other side.  This was repeated again and again, sometimes as many as six times in a night, and no one was allowed to sleep.  In the morning, the prisoners were sent out, as usual, to clean the trash from the streets, cut brush, wash the officer’s cars, or paint the barracks, anything but sleep.  Treatments like this resulted in a very low rate of recidivism.

It was tough for the prisoners, but a good deal for the guards.  Besides their other duties, the prisoners did the guard’s laundry, pressed their uniforms, shined their shoes, and did just about anything else we wanted them to do.  And the guards were free to trade shifts, which often meant we had the whole weekend to do what we wanted.  As San Diego was a sailor’s town, we usually headed to Los Angeles, where the Beverly Hilton Hotel let us swim as their guests and the YMCA always had a bed, no matter what time of night you arrived.

Sid Sailor

On one of my long weekends, I was hitchhiking with some buddies toward Los Angeles, when a Naval officer, who had connections in the movie industry, picked us up.  He took us to a club reserved for movie people, where we met a bit player with the name of Sid Sailor.  Sid bought us all beers and told us that, despite his stage name, he had actually been a Marine in World War One.  It was the story of how he had enlisted however, that was most “entertaining.”  According to Sid, he had the unique ability to retract one of his testicles.  When he was taking his physical prior to enlisting in the Marines, the examining doctor judged him unfit for service because of the missing ball.  Sailor vehemently protested, insisting that he had the normal allotment, and requesting that the doctor “look again.”  Of course, when he did so, the missing ball had magically reappeared and he was deemed fit for the Marines.  The doctor, however, remained mystified as to how he could have missed that second testicle the first time around!

A Sailor’s Friend

I had returned to the Brig after a long weekend when a prisoner approached me and asked for permission to speak.  He claimed he didn’t belong in prison and recounted how he had returned from leave only to discover that his ship had left port without him.  He made the mistake of asking a Marine guard what he should do and was directed to the Marine Base.  The guard at the front gate, also clueless, directed him to the base prison.  There he was ushered in, had his hair cut off, showered, dressed in prison garb, and locked up!  He had been in the brig, he told me, for a week by that time and no one would listen to him.  When I got off duty that night I checked his records, found he was telling the truth, and immediately had him released.  That was one grateful sailor, who found out that not all Marines were bad asses.

The Brother

On another occasion, I was checking the names of the prisoners in my charge when I came across the name Zebracci.  I had known a Zebracci overseas so I loudly called out the name.  A prisoner approached me and I could see immediately that it wasn’t the grunt I had known in the Pacific, though I thought I detected a resemblance.  I asked him if he had a brother in the Ninth Marines and, sure enough, that was the case.  This Zebracci was thrilled to meet someone who had served with his brother and he wondered how his brother had done in combat.  “I hope he didn’t disgrace the name,” he exclaimed.  I didn’t bother to point out that it was he, not his brother, who was “doing time.”

The Champions

When not in combat overseas, the life of a Marine was fairly normal.  You did the normal things folks did back home did, like reading, listening to the radio, doing your laundry, or playing sports.  One of the most popular sports in the service was volleyball, probably because you didn’t need much to have a game: just a ball, a net, and a small flat area.

As it turned out, most of the prison guards had been overseas and had played quite a lot of volleyball during the quiet times.  Eventually, we formed a team and were good enough to be given time off now and then, so we could be bussed to other camps for organized competitions.  That was quite the deal: a free bus ride, free meals, a nice bed to sleep in, and all you had to do was knock a ball back and forth over a net.

We took on all comers: other Marine teams, Navy teams, even squads from the Army.  We knew we were good, but I for one wasn’t paying too much attention to the score.  But then one day we were called in to the Base Commander’s office, and each of us was given a small gold volleyball and a certificate that proclaimed our team the “West Coast Champions of the Inter-Service Volleyball League!” This came as a surprise to most of us, who had no idea anyone was keeping the standings.  We were just having fun.

Defending the Corps

It was widely known that the Marines viewed all other branches of the military with disdain.  While veterans like myself had learned to take that assertion with a grain of salt, new recruits had that “fact” drummed into them night and day and so became true believers.  In combat that kind of confidence is good for morale.  On the streets of the United States, however, it could get you into hot water.

I remember riding a bus back to camp, one warm evening in Southern California, when our progress was interrupted by a large group of, perhaps, fifty sailors racing down the street in pursuit of one solitary Marine.  It was like a scene from a silent movie: the group would catch up with the Marine, swarm over him with fists flying, and then he would escape and run off, only to be overtaken again, pummeled again, and escape again.  If I had been a fresh recruit I probably would have not given it a second thought and gone straight to the aid of my fellow Marine.  As a veteran of the Pacific, however, I knew discretion was the better part of valor.  I slunk down low in my seat and stayed undercover until those fifty sailors were a blip on the horizon.

Across from the main gate of the Marine Base was a tavern that seemed to invite trouble as it was named The Beach Head.  It was unofficially Marine territory, but occasionally sailors looking for a fight would invade it.  I can recall at least two occasions when out and out combat erupted there.  Having just returned from real combat in the Pacific, however, I’d seen as much fighting as I cared to.  So when the chairs started flying, I made a strategic retreat out a side door.

It wasn’t long after I got back to the States when they dropped the atomic bombs on Japan.  This act, which has been much criticized because of the number of Japanese killed, in reality saved my life, as I am sure in an invasion of the home islands many Marines would have been killed and I felt I’d used up my good luck in my three Pacific landings.  

Most of us began to prepare for discharge.  One by one, we lost guards at the prison and pretty soon there weren’t enough to safely cover the shifts.  At that time, I was called into the office of the Gunnery Sergeant in charge of the prison and he personally offered me a deal.  If I were to “ship over” then and there, he would guarantee that I would be promoted to Staff Sergeant that same week.  I didn’t need any time to think it over.  The Corps had four years to promote me above the rank of corporal and as they had failed to do so, I refused his offer.

V.J.  Day

V.  J.  Day in San Diego was like no other day I have ever experienced and probably will never repeat.  Every sailor within a fifty-mile radius of San Diego descended on the downtown area.  By 9:00 a.m., every liquor store in the city had been broken into and its contents emptied out.  Groups of sailors, bottles in hand, vied for elbow space.  Nude sailors cavorted in the downtown fountains and most of the women went into hiding.  Those of us prison guards who didn’t have duty in the brig were assigned shore patrol, given S.P. armbands, and sent right into the milling mass, supposedly to keep order.  The best we could do was to break up a few fights and give the faint impression that somebody was in charge.  We learned quickly that it was suicide to attempt to confiscate liquor bottles from groups of sailors.  Hiding our fear we would grab a sailor’s bottle, take a swig, then quickly hand it back to them proclaiming with a straight face that it tasted like lemonade, no violation so carry on!  The Coronado Hotel had coffee and sandwiches for the guards, and a place to grab a few hours of shut-eye, as we were all on duty for 24 hours.  

After the crowds thinned out, and most of the sailors passed out, we were ordered back to the brig, now overflowing with the hundreds of service men who had been picked up during the celebrations.  There were way too many for the cells inside the brig, so dozens had to be corralled in the courtyard.  Most of those men were never even booked, but were released as soon as things quieted down.

A Final Goodbye

Those of us being discharged from the Marines were in formation on the parade ground where we were expecting to hear a final speech, perhaps thanking us for our service, and recollecting the sacrifice of those who had not returned from the beaches of the Pacific.  Instead, the General who spoke was full of acrimony and accusations.  He was, to put it nicely, “miffed” by the low numbers of those who had chosen to “ship over” and that none of us saw the obvious benefits of making the Marines our career.  “I hope you are as happy a year from now, as you are today”, he said, prophesying that we would find civilian life disappointing.  I only wish that, at the time, I had the foresight to take down his name.  I would have loved to be able to write him on the anniversary of my discharge and tell him of my unbounded joy to be out of the Marines, making special note of the fact that I had not done a day’s mess duty since my discharge!

Going Home

A half-dozen of us who hung out together and were taking the train back east when we were discharged, decided that as each one of us reached his destination, the others would disembark as well for a last round of celebrations then get back on the train and continue their journey.  It was a good idea, but it didn’t work out, as, almost every time one of our group reached his destination, he’d be greeted by a mob of friends and family who would sweep him away, leaving us on the platform.  We did make one lengthy stopover in Salt Lake City, Utah and, sure enough, we missed our train.  We ended up on a train packed with Japanese-Americans who had spent the war in internment camps across the country.  I felt a desire to talk with them, to sympathize with them over their unjust treatment, but concerned that my gesture would be misinterpreted, I didn’t follow through.

A Mistaken Identity

Once I returned home, I was staying with my mother and siblings at the Wade House in Greenbush, Wisconsin.  To help make ends meet, I joined the 52-20 Club, a government stipend that gave veterans $20 a week for a year or until they found employment.  A few weeks later, though, I found employment at a canning factory.  Peas had to be canned as soon as possible after they were picked, often requiring fourteen hour shifts.  During busy periods, I often worked until two in the morning; drove home, and then got a few hours sleep before heading back to the factory for the start of the shift.

The factory boss was a short, fat guy with a serious chafing problem.  When temperatures hit 100 degrees his problem became acute, and he would retire to his workbench, turn his back to the room, unzip, and give himself a shot of cornstarch.  When he’d come back to work he’d have a large, white bulls eye on his fly.

At first, I worked in the pea canning area and my job consisted of corralling cans from a conveyor belt with a large leather strap, then pulling them into a large, steel cooking kettle.  When the kettle was full, I’d pull the whole thing into the cooking area and start again.  One day, the kettle I was pulling wasn’t properly seated on its three-wheeled dolly and it slid off the dolly and caught my big toe underneath.  The nurse cut the end off my shoe and then dressed the toe.  Since I was unable to ‘strap’ pea cans, I was sent upstairs where about forty girls worked peeling beets.  My job there was to feed cans into a chute.  When I first walked into the beet area, though, the room fell silent and then the girls started to whisper to one another.  Bewildered, I asked one of the girls what had caused this reaction and heard an interesting story.  During the war, German prisoners had been housed at the local fairgrounds and, with the male population reduced by those serving in the American armed services, they were often let out to work on local farms and factories.  As it turned out, I bore a striking resemblance to one of those prisoners, named Hans, who had worked for a time in the canning factory.  When I walked in the room, the girls thought Hans had returned!

Later I heard stories that some girls, starved for affection, had actually jumped the fairground’s fence to rendezvous with the prisoners.  As none of the “beet girls” ever approached me with wink and a “come hither” look, I guessed that Hans had either not been benefited from any of that fence jumping or, when the girls got a good look at me, they decided the resemblance was not as great as they first thought.

Chapter 8: Getting Educated

College Days
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I’m a firm believer in fate, and have allowed it to make many of my life’s decisions.  

I knew, after the service, that I wanted to attend college, but I had no idea where.  Bud Brie, a friend of mine since the fourth grade, had enrolled at Beloit College in Wisconsin and I went to visit him.  Beloit looked like what I had imagined a college to look like with ivy-covered buildings, so, for no other reason, I enrolled.  Other than a few different names and faces, I’m convinced that if I had gone to a different college my experience would have been pretty much the same.

All colleges and universities were swamped after the war with veterans taking advantage of the GI Bill.  To accommodate this sudden influx, they turned what had been private dorm rooms into multi-purpose co-ops.  The dormitory I was assigned to had two rooms for three students: one room had both a single and a bunk bed and the other was crammed with dressers and desks.  On the first day, I got to my dorm room early and claimed the single bed.  Del Johnson arrived soon after and chose the lower bunk.  

Del and I then retired to a local tavern and, returning late, found our missing roommate seated on my bed, with his artificial leg on the bed beside him (his original leg was in the remains of a tank, somewhere in Germany).  I knew I couldn’t ask a one-legged man to sleep in the top bunk, so that’s where I ended up.

On that first night, up high in my bunk, the room felt unbearably hot and stuffy.  To cool things down a bit, I tried to lean out of my upper berth and open a window.  It was a bit of a stretch, so I leaned out of bed, placing my bare foot onto a hot radiator.  Instinctively I jerked back, did an involuntary flip, and came crashing down on a folding chair, completely demolishing it.  The loud crash awoke my roommates, who probably thought for a moment that they were back in combat, only to see me lying on the floor, convulsed in laughter.

A Slip Up

I had never set foot on a college campus until I had enrolled in one, so there was a lot to learn outside the classroom.  A few weeks after beginning classes, I received an invitation from the Delta Gammas asking me to pay them a visit during rush week.  At the appointed time, freshly shaved, showered, and wearing my most presentable attire, I headed out the door but was stopped by my roommate, who was curious as to my destination.  When I told him of the invitation, he kindly informed me that Delta Gamma was a sorority.  Considering the feminine spelling of my first name, I immediately understood how the mistake had been made.  I stayed in that night, but I’ve often wondered what a delightful turn my life might have taken, had my roommate kept his mouth shut.

Spanish and I

Halfway through my first semester, I got word that I was in jeopardy of failing at least one of my classes.  I couldn’t believe it at first, but when I investigated for myself I found out that I was in fact failing four of the five classes I had enrolled in.  I was shocked, but chastened.  I suddenly realized that college was more than a good time and that, at the very least, I had to start going to all of my classes.  I buckled down, put in the time, and my grades improved.  At the end of the semester, I had pulled all of my grades up except for one, Spanish

Thinking that total immersion in the subject might help, I enrolled in a double-session during summer school.  As it turned out, everyone in the class was a veteran, and there was not a single woman.  Pete Smith, who had been raised in Mexico, taught the course.  Pete took advantage of the lack of women in the class, by spicing up our sessions with racy tales of his youth.  He so enjoyed himself that, at times, he forgot what he was there to do, teach Spanish.  On the final exam we were supposed to translate the story of a young man’s exploits during an extended vacation in Spain.  At least that’s what the better students told me the story was about, after the exam.  My translation featured a monkey who escaped from a circus and the damage he wreaked on the town.  I’m sure Pete was shocked by my translation, but he may have felt partially responsible for my failure because of all the time he spent reminiscing.  Or maybe he just didn’t want to have to face the challenge of trying to teach me Spanish again.  Whatever the reason, Pete gave me two C’s and I cleared the biggest hurdle that I was to face during my entire college career.

Taverns

There were three taverns within easy walking distance of the college, and they became our social life and all of our spare cash filled their coffers.  The Victory Tap was the tavern closest to the downtown area, and the nearest thing to a gold mine that you could find in Wisconsin.  It was originally owned by two brothers who ran it without any other help, putting in long hours, and reaping the rewards.  Before long, though, they were made an offer they couldn’t refuse and sold out.  One of the brothers took his share and headed straight to Hialeah, Florida, then famous for its racetrack.  Six months later he was back in town and cooking at the Butterfly Club, having lost his entire fortune on the ponies.

Jerry was the owner and head bartender at a tavern that bore his name.  Occasionally, after closing down his place at midnight, he’d join us for a ride to South Beloit, which being in the state of Illinois allowed its taverns to stay open for another two hours.  Jerry’s wife was a big spender and a shopaholic who loved to dance.  Jerry was just the opposite as he hated dancing and parting with a buck.  Consequently, he had a standing offer, any of us that cared to take her dancing could, so as long was we bought her shoes.  Although an attractive lady, none of us were that wealthy.

Garfolo’s was the tavern located closest to campus but otherwise had little to recommend it.  I remember it most for the time that my first roommate, Del Johnson, slipped up and revealed himself as a small-time kleptomaniac.  We all kept our change right on the bar.  I had gone to the men’s room and, when I got back, I noticed that a few quarters of mine seemed to have migrated over to Del’s pile.  I was puzzled, especially considering that Del was never short of cash.  His father ran a newspaper in Richmond, Illinois, and the scuttlebutt was that he “owned the town.”  After graduation, Del moved to Albuquerque, New Mexico, and opened up a combination book and record store.  When it folded, he spent the rest of his short life interviewing applicants for government assistance in Chicago.  His will left $2,000,000 to Beloit College: not exactly spare change.  I thought that as I was his best friend, and considering the change he had helped himself to, he might have left me a few bucks as well.  

Ed Stiffens Up

A retired ironworker named Ed made Jerry’s Tavern his home away from home.  He’d arrive early and stay late.  Generally, he’d nurse a few beers through the day until 5 o’clock, when the day shift at the Iron Works would start to filter in.  Occasionally, someone would buy a round for the house and then others would do the same.  That was when Ed was in his glory.

One night, around eight p.m., a friend and I were walking by Jerry’s when Ed came stumbling out.  As we watched in horror, he staggered out the door, onto the sidewalk, then right into traffic.  A car moving at a pretty good clip hit Ed broadside and flipped him onto the roof.  He was on the roof for just a moment, then slid down on to the hood, and then slipped on to the pavement.  My friend and I rushed over to check him for broken bones and immobilize him until help arrived.  But Ed was having none of that.  He struggled to his feet and resumed his staggering up the street, around the corner, and out of sight.  The next day, I was passing Jerry’s again and thought I’d stop in and inquire about Ed’s condition.  To my complete surprise, Ed was there seated on his favorite stool, sipping a beer as if nothing had happened.  I went up to him and asked him how he was feeling.  “I’m stiff as a board, and I just can’t figure out why,” Ed replied in earnest.  “All I can figure is that I must have slept too close to an open window last night.”

The Big Dance

I recovered from my Delta Gamma experience, ending up as the social chairman for one of Beloit’s fraternities.  I was responsible for making all of the arrangements for the annual Bash; a night in which all of the fraternities on campus held dances, and couples went from house to house, dancing all the way.  The first requirement for a dance, of course, is a band, so I contacted a booking agent in Rockford, Illinois.  It didn’t look good at first, as all the bands’ fees would have put us way over budget.  After some conversation, however, the agent mentioned a group that we could afford and I signed on the dotted line.  On the big night, the good news was that the band showed up on time, perhaps because they had been chauffeured to the house by their parents.  Most of the band members were wearing their first pair of long pants.  The oldest was twelve years old.  We had saved lots of money but lost lots of face.

Tiny Huff

“Tiny” Huff was, of course, far from tiny.  He was a real monster and carried over 300 pounds on his 6’2” frame, highlighted by a large, ugly scar in the middle of his back.  Tiny was a fraternity brother and, during rush week, he’d regale the young candidates with elaborate war stories.  He’d tell them that, while he was serving in Africa, he was making out with an Arab woman when her husband surprised them, stabbing him in the back.  At that point he’d jump up, whip off his shirt and proudly show them the scar.  The truth was a bit different.  Tiny had never served in Africa and the scar was the result of an incision made by a physician, to drain the fluid from his lungs during a childhood bout of pneumonia.  Tiny’s ability to tell a tall tale eventually served him well, though, as he ended up as a used car salesman in Orlando, Florida.  Years after Beloit, I was participating in an art show at Disney World in Florida, so I called Tiny up and invited him to dinner and to listen to a band playing at the resort.  When he heard the name of the band, Tiny declined my invitation, saying that he couldn’t risk running into the bandleader, as he had sold him a certified lemon.

Tiny was a jazz fanatic and obsessed with Charlie Ventura, a saxophonist who had started out with the Gene Krupa Band during the war.  Ventura was one of the first prominent white proponents of the be-bop style of jazz.  We really had no one to blame but ourselves when, on Tiny’s insistence, we hired Ventura’s band to play at one of our fraternity dances.  They played, but no one danced.  It was nearly impossible to dance to be-bop jazz.  Tiny was happy, though, he stood by the bandstand the whole night, slapping out the rhythm on his ample belly and berating the crowd for their lack of appreciation.

Though Tiny had declined my invitation when I was at Disney World, that wasn’t the last I heard of him.  A few years later, I was living in Florida when, one night, there came a knock on my door.  When I opened the door I was surprised to see Tiny … and Charlie Ventura.  They were headed out to hit the hot spots of Fort Lauderdale and insisted I join them.  True to their word, we hit all the hot spots, mostly jazz clubs.  At each venue, Tiny would mount the bandstand and announce that the world-renown Charlie Ventura was “in the house.”  He’d tell the crowd that, with the right encouragement (applause), Charlie could be induced to sit in with the band.  I think we hit at least five clubs, with Charlie playing a set or two at each, and Tiny and I having a drink or two, or three, at every stop.  Finally in the wee hours of the morning, with Charlie and Tiny still hot to trot, I convinced them, while I was still able to stand, to drop me off at my home.

Fat Martin

Fat Martin ran a restaurant near the college that, when the scheduled meals at the school cafeteria didn’t mesh with our own “up late/sleep late” schedules, we frequented.  Fat Martin also offered an appealing alternative to the institutional fare, and ambience, of the cafeteria.  The restaurant was located in what looked like a residence and served huge portions of homemade food.  

It might have been expensive to dine out all the time, but Wheelo Larson had the solution.  Wheelo had been stationed in Florida in the Air Corp during the war and related how the Army would pay for breakfast to anyone going on a long flight and pay for a bagged lunch as well.  When they returned in the evening, they’d have to pay for their own dinner, so they got in the habit of loading up during breakfast and saving the bagged lunch for the last meal of the day.  That approach served us often cash-strapped college boys just as well.  We would load up during a late morning breakfast at Fat Martin’s place (where the portions were immense) and then just skip lunch entirely.  Considering that the evening meal was often liquid, we really got by on just one meal a day!

Fat Martin was also well known for being “out of the closet,” long before it was accepted.  He and his live-in boyfriend would often frequent a place called the Blue Diamond where the band was willing, for a fee, to play the Wedding March while he, wearing a wedding dress complete with veil and his boyfriend would waltz the length of the dance floor to the amusement of all in attendance.

The Girls

I had fought the Japs on Iwo Jima, but when it came to women I was still on the defensive.  Call me bashful, non-aggressive, or whatever term you use, the sad fact was that I was more often the pursued than the pursuer.

In terms of the opposite sex my life had not changed much since my Junior High days.  I can’t remember her name but there was a girl in Junior High who was infatuated with me.  She could be summed up by the fact that, in our homeroom talent show, she played the nose violin.  Her talent, try to picture this, was to hum a gypsy melody entitled “How a Gypsy Makes her Violin Scream” while she plucked her nose in time to the music.  Sad to say, she pretty much typified my pursuers.

As I said, things didn’t get much better when I got to college.  The girls I had an interest in weren’t interested in me and vice versa.  Consequently, I wasn’t too enthusiastic over the girls that would go out with me.  I had the bad habit of making up nicknames for these girls, including Melon Head, Soft Mary, The Stork, and Meat Nose and, not surprisingly, these relationships never progressed beyond holding hands.  Add to that, the fact that Melon Head and her friends were good Christians and teetotalers, and you can see how, barring a sudden bolt of lighting, these relationships were going nowhere.

Having met with little success at old Beloit, I looked to greener pastures.  Rockford College, an all-girl institution about twenty miles away, seemed a good bet.  A friend of mine happened to have a date lined up with a Rockford girl, and she found someone I could wrestle round the dance floor, literally.

The dormitory where the girls lived was entered by a double staircase.  My friend went up that staircase, to the second floor, and emerged a moment later with his date, then proceeded normally down the stairs.  A moment later my date appeared and, in a hint of what was to come, ignored the stairs altogether: leaping over the railing and dropping a full story to the ground!  Was she hurt?  Of course not.  This was just the beginning of a one-person Olympiad.  She challenged me to a foot race to the car, and she won.  At dinner she first flexed her biceps, asked me to feel it, then challenged me to arm wrestle with her, and she won.  After dinner we stood around the parking lot and counted how many push-ups she could do.  When we finally made it back to the dormitory, she ignored the staircase again, this time climbing up the arbor on the front of the building and challenging me to follow.  To Hell with it, I exclaimed, and got back in the car.  A few days later my buddies’ girlfriend inquired of him, why I hadn’t called Wonder Woman.  The answer was simple: I was still exhausted, both physically and mentally, from our first date and feared for my life had the relationship continued.

The Nose Violin Era finally ended when Mary Crowe transferred to Beloit from Bradford College.

Mary was good looking, intelligent, and an excellent student.  It was a classic case of opposites attract.  We took a number of classes together and, on one occasion, I remember answering a final essay question in one paragraph.  Mary filled four blue books answering the same question and was still writing when the bell rang.

On the whole I was an average student.  I never once made the Dean’s List, leastways not for academic excellence.  My educational philosophy was to expend only as much energy as was needed to pass the required courses, so that I might have all the time and energy required by my major Art!  Both of my instructors in Art were exceptional.  The painting instructor, Frank Boggs, had been featured in Life Magazine’s list of up and coming artists two years in a row.  Clayton Charles, who taught sculpture, was also a tremendous help to someone just beginning his art career.  Both not only taught art, but also demonstrated a very positive, up-beat approach to teaching, which I used throughout my entire career.

Eventually, as our relationship continued, I got the chance to meet Mary’s parents, who lived in a very large house that had an overgrown hedge running the length of the property.  Eager to demonstrate my worthiness, I immediately volunteered to trim that hedge.  I got out a ladder and electric clippers, and got right to it.  It took me all day and in the process I managed to sever and repair the clippers’ electric cord at least twice, but I finally finished.  The family was very gracious.  They played down my klutziness happy that I had not electrocuted myself.  On the whole, I got along very well with Mary’s parents, assuming that the fact they never threw rocks at me was a sign of approval.

Things got serious between us.  When we graduated from Beloit, Mary went to work for an interior decorator in Milwaukee, and I went off to run a restaurant at the old Wade House in Greenbush, Wisconsin.  On Saturday evenings, after working all day, I’d drive the seventy miles to Milwaukee to see Mary.  I’d often have to wait for her to finish some evening classes she was taking, then we’d spend an hour or so together.  Then I’d drive back to Greenbush, fighting sleep all the way.

A Missed Opportunity

During the summer break from college one year, I took a job with the Kraft’s Company, helping to set up a new factory in the small town of Forreston, Illinois.  The factory was going to make pig feed from a combination of cheese scraps (waste from their other factories), tankage, and other ingredients.  Our job was to clean the building and install the machinery.  That proved a bit more difficult than we expected, as the building had most recently been used as a chicken slaughterhouse.  I didn’t know that chickens could fly, but how else could you account for droppings on the rafters … and everywhere else.  The building was going to require a monumental clean-up and all the work had to be done by a staff of three: myself, a recently married young man who had the title of manager, and a relative of the Kraft’s (also married), who was designated the assistant manager.  Before I returned to college, the new factory was up and running.

In January, I was back at Beloit when I received a frantic phone call from my father.  Those two married men who had helped me clean up the chicken coop had, in the vernacular of the time, knocked up local girls and been immediately fired.  My father was calling to tell me that the manager’s job was mine should I care to step in.  It was tempting, but I was just a semester away from graduating from Beloit.  I declined.  Once again I let fate take the reins.  If I had known what the next few years were to bring, I would probably have accepted his offer.

Chapter 9: The Trying Time

Got to Have a Dream

After graduation, I returned to live at the Wade House in Greenbush.  One afternoon, I picked up a slightly built hitchhiker on the edge of Plymouth and took him as far as I was going, to the Wade House.  From the house, I could see him standing on the road with his thumb out, though the cars were few and far between.  When evening arrived, my mother sent me out to invite him to come in for supper and over the meal he revealed why he was hitchhiking through this rural part of the state.

He recounted that he had been on vacation in Wisconsin when a big Cadillac had forced him off the road, demolishing his car.  His plan now was to borrow enough money from his boss to buy another car, find a length of steel rail as wide as his vehicle, affix it to the front bumper, seek out the offending Cadillac, and smash it to smithereens with his fortified bumper.

By the time he was finished recounting his sad tale, night had fallen, so we put him up for the night in a spare bedroom.  In the morning, we fed him breakfast and sent him off on his quixotic quest.  Its nice to have a dream, no matter how implausible it might be.  I should know!

The Virtue of Hoarding

Wilber Cary had a small farm in the Kettle Moraine south of Greenbush where, despite the abundance of rocks and the hilly terrain, he managed to grow just enough to feed his family and raise a few hogs.  Personally, Wilber was a slob: he had a rat’s nest of a beard and the aroma of someone who rarely bathed.

Farming was really just Wilber’s vocation.  His real passion was scavenging.  If someone was tearing down a building, Wilber could be counted on to show up with a team and wagon.  He would take everything he could get his hands on: the wiring, the plumbing fixtures, pipes, lumber, and cement blocks - whatever.  He’d take it all to his farm and just dump it.  He had other piles too: piles of refrigerators, lamps, furniture, all of it collected without any specific plans or prospective customers.  So the stuff just sat there, as the weeds and grass grew up, around, and over it.  But then America got into World War II and suddenly the things we had taken for granted were no longer available.  People began to show up at Wilber’s farm to pick through his piles.  If your refrigerator’s compressor died, Wilber probably had a replacement.  Contractors cleaned out his used building materials.  Much to his surprise, his piles of junk were transformed into gold.  I suspect, though, that even as he crammed the cash under his old mattresses, he was grieving for his dwindling stock.  

Because of my conservative nature, despite his grooming deficiencies, I felt an affinity with Wilber.  I’ve worn shoes until they disintegrated on my feet.  If it weren’t for my wife’s careful monitoring, I’d keep food until it grew a beard.  I’ve worn underwear that had more holes than Swiss cheese.  Then again, there was never a market for my used underwear, no matter how bad things got.

By the end of the war, Wilber had been pretty much cleaned out.  His farm looked like a farm again.  But the war didn’t change Wilber, no sir.  As soon as things got back to normal, Wilber got back to his “collecting”, rebuilding his stock so that he’d be ready for World War III!

Driving Today’s Car like Yesterday’s

The Stanard brothers ran the only General Store in Greenbush.  They kept up with the times and expanded their offerings to include clothing, farm equipment, and anything else they thought the public wanted.  The brothers’ father, however, who had started the store, still lived in the past.  When cars came out with gearshifts, he purchased one but refused to learn how to shift the gears, instead always keeping it in high.  He parked so that he never needed to put the car in reverse.  I’d often see him idling out in front of the store, where he would load up his purchase and then rev up the engine, which groaned in protest, then move forward at a crawl in high gear.  It took him about fifteen minutes to get up enough speed to get out of town, which was only about three blocks long.

The Wade House

In 1850, when the Wade House was first built, it was 20 miles from both Sheboygan and Fond du Lac, which was approximately the distance that a stagecoach could travel in one day on the area’s corduroy roads.  With its strategic location and its distinctive four-pillar front façade, it soon became a popular way station, remaining a favorite stopover until the advent of the motorcar.  The last owner of the building, Will Wade, was a failed impresario whose last show was literally a “dog and pony show.”  That last show featured goats that teeter-tottered, dogs jumping through hoops, and a roller skating bear.  The show hit the skids when the bear, rumored to be upset at his low billing, grabbed Will by the leg and wouldn’t let go.  Soon after, a disillusioned Will Wade put the old homestead on the market.

Despite the fact that the structure had not been updated at all since its construction, my mother, a would-be conservationist, used the proceeds from the sale of her family homestead to purchase the old stagecoach stop.  I had been impressed with the recent Danny Kaye/Bing Crosby movie “Holiday Inn”, in which a quaint old farm is turned into a remarkably well-designed part-time nightclub.  With no job in sight and artists going begging, I decided to add an eatery to the old structure.  I thought I’d found a way to turn my war-time mess hall experiences into peace-time mess hall experiences.  I poured all of my savings into the repair and refurbishment of the place, but I could have used a little more.  State inspectors had condemned the house’s front pillars, which I had to replace with boxed in steel I-beams.  Health inspectors said our well water was unsafe to drink, so several times a week I had to drive five miles to Plymouth, fill cans with water, and drive back.  I wanted to turn the third floor ballroom into a museum but other regulators forbade that because there was only one exit.

Norma

After purchasing and installing all the necessary kitchen equipment, plates, utensils, linens and anything else I felt was needed, I went looking for a cook.  Coincidentally the cheese factory that my father managed at the time, in Freeport, Illinois, was closing down and moving to Chicago leaving hundreds of people looking for work.  My father suggested I hire one of the factory’s cafeteria workers, by the name of Norma.  It seemed a good idea at the time.  Norma had experience, had done her original training at Woolworth’s, and could be had for cheap money.  

If I had thought about it though, I would have realized that the chef at Bing’s ‘Holiday Inn’ probably did not train at a lunch counter or work as a short order cook.  But I was soft of heart, and a bit naïve, and I hired Norma.

No matter what others might say, Norma certainly enjoyed her own food.  She started her Wade House career weighing in at around 300 pounds and she maintained that weight by constant nibbling.  Or, as one of my waitresses commented, “Every time I walk into the kitchen Norma’s pushing something into her face.”

My judgment was that Norma’s cooking skills left something to be desired.  But then Norma was of the opinion that I wasn’t much of a manager.  She was particularly peeved at my unwillingness to bargain with our suppliers.  If a vendor told me that a particular item was priced at $1.50 that was what I paid.  Norma summed up her feelings for me succinctly stating, “It’s a hell of a lot easier to talk for your money than it is to work for it.” She was, of course, one hundred percent correct.  But then I was pretty well set in my ways.  For better or worse, I trusted people to treat me right and hated confrontations.  

In the evening, Norma read books of a religious nature.  Once, she ran out of reading material and asked to join me on my water run to Plymouth so she could replenish her library.  I dropped her off at the drug store, filled our water cans, and picked her up on the way out of town.  I asked her if she had found what she was looking for.  She answered in the affirmative and proudly held up a copy of Erskine Caldwell’s “God’s Little Acre.”

The Garden Club

The first large group that the Wade House catered was the Garden Club of Plymouth.  In an attempt to efficiently serve all forty members, I created a detailed schedule to follow.  I allowed for a half hour for the group to arrive and settle in, before their salads were to be served.  Immediately things went wrong.  Instead of just settling in, the club members began an elaborate welcoming routine.  As each member was seated, the other members serenaded them with a silly ditty, which went something like: “How do you do, Elsa Ladenback, how are you?  How do you do, Elsa Ladenback, how are you?  We hope you’re healthy, and your garden too..  Blah, blah, blah, whoop de doo!” Each greeting lasted about sixty seconds.  As the singing went on and on, I began to get nervous.  Then a gentleman entered carrying a flashlight, apparently needing it to locate his place card.  When he found his seat, he put the flashlight, still lit, in his coat pocket and, as the others serenaded him, he did a little dance and the beam of the flashlight flickered across the ceiling in time to the singing.  Time seemed to slow to a crawl.  Over an hour had passed since the club members began to arrive and not a single salad had been served.  I retreated into the kitchen, ostensibly to check on things, only to discover that the ever-efficient Norma had already cooked their steaks and had them stacked like cord wood on the grille.  After looking to heaven and cursing Bing Crosby for getting me into this fix, I prayed earnestly to be struck by a sudden malady, a heart attack, stroke, anything that would require me to be sedated and carted away.  But no such luck.  I had to tough it out.  I served the steaks, most of which had been slightly burned in an attempt to reheat them, then shut my ears to the grumbling of the Garden Club members.  Perhaps, I fantasized, the advanced age of the members would mean that they couldn’t remember this experience.  But who am I kidding?  It’s been over sixty years and I still remember it like it was yesterday.

The End of a Dream

For the most part, the patrons of the Wade House restaurant were people who were vacationing at the nearby lake resorts.  After Labor Day, they returned to Milwaukee and Chicago and left us with empty tables and a rising debt.  The contractor who had replaced the rotten porch columns couldn’t wait to be paid and put a lien on the property.  I actually went to work, in my spare time, for that contractor to have the lien removed.  I tried to boost business by offering catered meals to small businesses.  Nothing worked.  The bathroom fixture heiress, Mrs. Kohler, bought Wade House from my mother for a song (not “White Christmas”).  They had the resources to fix up the old place.  They also bought a neighboring house and farm and restored an old mill that had once been on the property.  Eventually they turned the combined, improved properties into a park and gave it to the State of Wisconsin.  It was actually quite popular as a tourist attraction for a number of years, until another transportation innovation, a new highway, bypassed Greenbush to the northeast and let people bypass the town and the park.

Thinking back to Norma’s assessment of my managerial skills, I had to conclude that I was philosophically ill equipped for the challenges of the business world and crossed it off my quickly narrowing list of career options.

Borrowed Trouble

The old log cabin filling station on the Wade House property, the same place where I had first been attracted to the life of a Marine, was sold to a guy named Bubbie Doll who intended to move it to Crystal Lake where it would be rented out as a weekend retreat.  To accomplish this move, Bubbie was using a makeshift truck that, although it had seen better days, was in better working order than my old Dodge.  Knowing this, Bubbie kindly offered me the use of his truck and I was happy to accept.

One day when I was using the truck on Wade House business, I noticed that the truck was leaking gas and, on advice from a local businessman, I decided to fix the leak myself to repay Bubbie’s kindness.  I found the source of the leak in the gas tank and attempted to fix it using a wood screw.  I screwed it all the way in and ended up with a quarter inch hole that gushed gasoline where there had been just a pinhole leak before I began the repair work.  It didn’t take long for Bubbie to find a used gas tank and, of course, I paid for it.  It was just another life lesson.  Borrow once and you pay twice!  Are you listening?

A Wasted Skill

With a failed restaurant behind me, and a wedding date looming ahead, I was desperate for cash.  I responded to an advertisement in the Milwaukee Journal looking for window dressers, promising unlimited earnings potential.  I found out quickly that there were certain obscure skills required for this new career so, at my own expense, I spent the first week in Milwaukee learning how to, among other things, stretch crepe paper.  Once I had attained a basic level of competency I was on my own, expected to work my way, tavern by tavern, through the Milwaukee area convincing the owners that they would benefit from having their back bars freshly decorated with a cardboard display of various beers, artfully embellished with the aforementioned stretched crepe paper.  There were, of course, unforeseen difficulties.  My old Dodge for one, which refused to start on cold mornings.  I tried everything including placing an electrified dip stick in the crank case at night, to keep the oil in a liquid state, and even wrapping the hood of the car with blankets.  No matter what I did, if the temperature dropped, the Dodge didn’t go.  I’d end up calling the local garage for one of their famous “three dollar shoves.”  So I started my day owing three dollars and things went downhill from there.  Most of the taverns I visited had either recently had their back bars embellished or had a regular that did their decorating work.  After a few weeks of mounting expenses without a single sale, I abandoned the company’s suggested urban routes and tried the one-horse (one store) towns that I was more familiar with.  Instead of the full treatment the company wanted me to sell, I would often just clear their front window displays of cobwebs and sleeping cats then embellish it as best I could.  This worked for about a month when the home office began to question my selected locations.  “Where the hell is Oostburg?”, they complained.  They were as unhappy as I was and we agreed to part company.  I had learned two things: how to stretch crepe paper and to regard every “golden opportunity” with suspicion.

The Wanderings of an Unemployable

After the War, Wade House, and the crepe paper, I was in Limbo.  I needed direction.  When I saw that there was an adult education course in commercial art being offered in Sheboygan Falls, like a drowning man, I grabbed on.

On the first night of classes, the instructor went on and on for hours about the importance of pencils: how to pick them, how to sharpen them, how they should be laid out in your pencil box.  We were then sent downstairs, to the basement store, to make our pencil selections.  Before we returned to the classroom, I began to think about how the first three hours had been wasted and I suddenly remembered a visit I had once made to a commercial art studio.  There I witnessed twenty or so artists with their heads down, bent over their drawing boards, tracing and inking images intended to be used in a phone book.  The host, who was showing us around the studio, remarked, “This is how I make my living.” Then turning and gesturing toward an unfinished canvas resting on an easel in the corner of the room, he said, “but that is what I love to do!”

I picked up my newly purchased box of unsharpened pencils and went home to Greenbush.  I didn’t know what I wanted to do, but suddenly I knew what I didn’t want to do.

Believing that an urban environment might offer more employment opportunities to someone with my skills and education, I moved into a rooming house in Milwaukee.  The building had once been a mansion and had been partitioned into dozens of oddly configured rooms.  My room on the second floor had barely enough room for a bed, much less the dresser that had been squeezed into it.  There was a hot plate on top of the dresser but there was no sink, no refrigerator, and not an inch of closet space.  One of the house rules was that women could not be entertained unless the door was kept wide open.  This was never a problem for me because, on the rare occasions that Mary stopped by, she was forced to sit on a chair in the hallway and we conversed through the open door.

I answered ad after ad but, it seemed, in the eyes of prospective employers my college degree rendered me over-qualified for the kinds of jobs they were offering.  Mary’s father, who prided himself on his connections, prevailed upon an uncle, who lived in Milwaukee, to intercede on my behalf and he at least managed to get me an interview at a commercial art studio.  That job turned out to consist of drawing holes in the tops of shoes that had already been painted.  It was unclear whether I was going to be paid by the hole or the shoe but, whatever the case, the pittance offered wouldn’t have even covered the rent for my accommodations at the mansion.  If I was going to starve, I rationalized, I would prefer starving with a view of the trees, as opposed to withering away while I looked out upon the brick and concrete of Milwaukee.  I packed up my pencils and moved back to Greenbush.

About Wheels

Sometimes you just have to let go.  

I was still holding on to the hope that my old Dodge could regain some of its old vim and vigor when, on a lonely stretch of highway late at night, the poor thing let me know that it had lost the will to live.  With no warning, it suddenly shed one of its wheels, which went rolling into a ditch, up the other side, leaped over a fence, and then disappeared into a cornfield.  After a friend rescued me, I arranged for a nearby garage to tow the Dodge in and put on a new wheel.  The garage called me the next day to inform me that the work was done and the bill came to $64.  I didn’t have 64 cents to my name, so I told them that the title was in the glove compartment and wished them good luck.

Coincidentally, a short time thereafter I was a passenger in a car driven by my old friend, Doc Kisbaugh, heading down the same highway that claimed my old Dodge, when Doc’s car also threw a wheel.

Fortunately, Doc drove a two-cylinder Austin.  It was a real bare bones model, with a manually operated horn and windshield wipers, and I think it weighed less than its two occupants.  We were able to locate the wheel, apparently centrifugal force had kept the lug nuts in the hubcap.  I was then able to pick up the back of the Austin and hold it while Doc slipped the wheel back on and tightened up the lug nuts.  That stretch of highway became off limits to me.  

A New Direction

My future wife Mary and her parents held a conference where it was decided that I should enter the teaching field.  Saddled with a string of failures, I was in no position to argue.  I enrolled back at Beloit with the intention of acquiring my teaching certificate.  I was flat broke, though, so I stopped by the local power plant where I had worked part-time while studying for my B.A..  They didn’t have any work, but a few ex-sailors who were working there suggested that I sign up for the Marine Reserves.  You were paid $40 for one meeting, which was quite tempting.  Fortunately, I decided that it would be wise to consult with Mary before making that commitment and, while we were deliberating, the unit that I was considering joining was activated and sent to fight in Korea.

I put my head down, finished my course work, put in the necessary time as a student teacher, and received my teaching certificate.  All that was left to do was get a paying job.

As teaching positions in Wisconsin were scarce, I signed up with an employment agency and agreed to open up the search to other states.  I ended up with two offers, both in remote parts of Iowa.  The decision came down to cigarettes.  One school board completely forbade a teacher’s spouse to smoke.  The other allowed a spouse to smoke, provided that the smoking occurred at least three blocks away from the school.  As we planned to marry late that summer and since Mary was a smoker at that time, I chose the latter, another decision fate chose.

On to the Future

We were married on August 12th, 1950.  Since most of my family had moved to Idaho, they sent my youngest brother Jim to represent them as my best man.  My ushers were drinking buddies from college since that was the only type of person I knew.  As we were without transportation, Mary’s parents gave us a new car as a wedding present, a more than generous and much appreciated gift. 

We went to the Wisconsin Dells for part of our honeymoon, where we took the boat ride through alley-like passages to view Nature’s wonders and stop at refreshment stands placed within view of one another.  The evening’s entertainment consisted of a German shepherd (dog, that is) jumping from one rock formation to another high overhead while piped-in music played and they shot off fireworks.  I had never seen anything like it in my life … and I hope I never do again.

As I was almost penniless, we drove north to Mary’s folk’s cottage and ate out of tin cans.  We did splurge once by going to an expensive resort and had two cups of coffee.

We returned to Mary’s hometown of Delevan, rented a trailer, loaded it with borrowed furniture, and drove to my new job in Cresco, Iowa.  My salary was $2,500 for the school year with 10% going to the agency that found me the job.  With a new job, new wife, and new automobile things started to look up. 

Hardships Ahead

Mary’s father Neal Crowe was a successful doctor in Delevan, Wisconsin.  Her mother Ruth was a major stockholder in the Barker Lumber Company, which had six yards throughout southern Wisconsin.  Ruth’s father had founded the Company; so all-in-all money wasn’t as scarce in the Crowe household as it was in the Joad’s of Oklahoma.  I was to take her away from all that and move her to a series of obscure small towns where they were still excited over the arrival of electricity, where housing was substandard, where a dog fight would draw a crowd, and where dining out was a visit to the local A&W Root Beer stand.

My miniscule salary kept us living at the poverty level.  Mary fought back with an endless diet of tuna noodle casseroles.  She did diapers on a tabletop washing machine and put up with the constant wind that scoured the Plains States and drove pioneer women insane.  The birth of four children forced her to postpone her art career. She suffered all this without complaint, which filled me with gratitude and admiration and bonded our marriage.


Our condition improved after ten years and she was able to get her Master’s degree, curate a large number of art shows, teach, draw, and volunteer, which she continues to do today.  She values old friendship and is in correspondence with people from her high school days.

Chapter 10: Isolated in Iowa

Cresco, Iowa

Mary and I arrived in Cresco, Iowa and found the only rental space available in the entire town, Mr. Damon’s attic.  It had two rooms, both with pitched ceilings.  Our bathroom was one flight down.

Our first challenge was getting our refrigerator up to the attic rooms.  I couldn’t see how we could maneuver it up the stairs, around the hard left at our bathroom, and then up another narrow flight of stairs into the attic.  It just didn’t seem physically possible.  Mr. Damon’s solution was to strap the refrigerator to his back, using a heavy rope that he looped under the appliance, and over his shoulders.  I barely had time to scoot behind him and provide a little extra lift to the bottom of the refrigerator before he began to ascend the stairs.  It looked almost like a magic trick: Mr. Damon was a little man, who couldn’t have weighed more than 150 pounds, and he practically disappeared behind the refrigerator as he hauled it heavenward.  I knew he was there though, because I could hear him wheezing.  It started half way up the first flight, and the higher we went the louder he wheezed.  It was a horrible sound, and I silently prayed that Mr. Damon would make it all the way up before he collapsed.  If he had let that refrigerator go on the way up, I would have been crushed.  He made it, but he walked stooped over for more than a week after his feat.

I had mentioned that on the way up we had to maneuver around “our” bathroom, but strictly speaking it was everybody’s bathroom.  You practically needed a reservation considering that there were six people using it with Mary and I (not to mention that the Damon’s eldest daughter, who suffered from constant bouts of constipation, was often ensconced in the bathroom for hours).

Mr. Damon was a would-be entrepreneur and during our time in his house we heard many tales of his failed ventures.  He tried again and opened up a refreshment stand on the belt line south of town.  As we sat at the dinner table in the evening, we’d hear his kids whining, “Not hot dogs again!” 

The Damon family had a phonograph, but you would think they had only one record: over and over, and over they played the song “Good Night Irene”.  After sharing their house for a year, we said “goodnight” to Irene and the other Damons and moved out to a slightly more spacious first-floor apartment.

That second year in Cresco, Mary was pregnant with our first daughter.  After a stressful day of teaching I’d come home at night, often having had to plow my way through snow, with temperatures an arctic 10 degrees below zero, ready to put my feet up and head down.  Only to be greeted by an energetic Mary, looking like a barrel in her heavy winter coat, demanding that we take a walk.

Newcomers

Iowa isn’t exactly a densely populated state; so finding housing for a newcomer was always a challenge.  Time and time again, we were forced to live in attics, converted basements, rebuilt chicken coops, or old houses often with no insulation, adequate plumbing, or heat.  Then, after we had been in the town for a year or so, we’d hear about a better place and we’d move again.

Over the next twelve years and seven moves, we were always the newcomers.  Most of the other teachers I worked with had lived in these communities for years and were part of established cliques.  Many had been born and raised in these towns, had gone away to school, and come back to teach and live amongst families and friends.  It was next to impossible to be accepted into any of these groups.  It felt as if we had been ostracized from the community for some crime.  So as perpetual newcomers we had minimal social life during our years in Iowa, Nebraska, and Illinois.

Another downside to being a perpetual newcomer was that the buck stopped with you.  Whenever someone was needed for hall duty, to sell tickets at athletic or social events, score wrestling matches, or chaperone a sock hop, the arrow always ended up pointing at the newcomer.  Realistically, I didn’t have time for a social life, because I was too busy “volunteering.”

The Mathers

Misery loves company.  Without any family or friends in the communities where I taught, the natural thing to do was to hang out with other new hires.  That’s how we met John and Lynn Mather.  We were also brought together by the fact that we had a car and the Mathers didn’t.

In fact, I first met John when I spotted him on the sidewalk, dragging a large bookcase in the direction of his home.  It was the middle of the summer and hot, but John was using an old sled, on a snowless sidewalk, to transport the heavy, oak bookcase down the street.  After talking with him, I went home and got a rope and some blankets.  We secured the case to the car top with the blankets preventing any damage to the car’s exterior.  We made four trips like this and prevented poor John from getting heatstroke.

We became close friends with the Mathers and would often get together on Saturdays and drive to Decora, the biggest town in the area for a day of window shopping and dreaming of better days ahead.  After walking around the hot streets of Decora all day, we would have liked nothing better than to have a nice, cold beer but that was a strict no-no.  If a teacher was caught drinking, any amount on any occasion, it was grounds for dismissal.  One Saturday, though, it was particularly hot and, on the way back from our drive, we decided to be bold and pick up a six-pack at a nearby tavern before returning home.  When I entered the tavern, though, I was immediately greeted by a chorus of hellos from seven members of my eighth grade class enjoying a cold one.  There was nothing I could do.  I meekly purchased a six-pack of soda and went on my way.

Another tradition that we established with the Mathers was Saturday night dinners.  We’d take turns hosting them.  We would most always serve a budget-conscious spaghetti dinner.  But as John had a Masters Degree and earned $300 more per year, the Mather’s generously prepared steak for all.  One night as he was about to serve the steaks, they were accidentally dropped on the floor.  Without a moment’s hesitation we picked them up, brushed them off, and ate them with relish.  Steak was gold!

With the nearest movie theater 30 miles away, it was up to us to provide our own entertainment.  We played canasta with the Mathers, and John and I spent hours sharing our fantasies, with plans that were guaranteed to lift us from poverty.  John, who had worked in a shoe store, knew that out of style shoes were discarded.  His plan was to buy up these shoes for a nickel a pair, set up a tent near small, Midwestern towns, and sell them for a buck a pair.  He rationalized that frugality would override fashion and, judging from our neighbors, I think he had that right.  My grand plan was to take art to the public by showing slides of my paintings on a wall at Grand Central Station in New York City along with directions of where they could be purchased.  These “think” sessions were heightened to plausibility by a six-pack.  Truth was, John couldn’t afford more than two pair of shoes to start his venture and I didn’t have gas money to take us to New York.

John was a bright man and, after leaving the cornfields of Iowa, he taught for a while in St.  Paul, Minnesota, then went to work for the State Department.  As I understand his job at the State Department, he helped funnel funds, ostensibly for educational support, to the newly independent nations of Africa.  I think the truth was that these funds were to show the leaders of these nations the “benefits” of selecting a democratic form of government.  John ended up as the assistant to the Chancellor of the State University college system in New York State (SUNY).  I valued his friendship and we stayed in touch until his death.

Vicki’s Trike

John and Lynn had a two-year old daughter named Vicki who, unlike her parents, had a very active social life.  Vicki hung out with a large group of neighborhood kids, all of who had their own trikes.  It didn’t seem to bother Vicki that she had none.  Whenever the gang would head down the sidewalk on their trikes, Vicki would happily run along behind them.  John, however, was bothered by Vicki’s lack of suitable transportation.  Despite his modest salary, he vowed to save enough so that by Christmas he could give Vicki her very own three-wheeler.  He made good on his promise and, on Christmas morning, he placed the trike outside, eager to see Vicki’s reaction.  Just in time, the neighborhood kids showed up riding their trikes down the sidewalk and Vicki followed right along behind, carrying her trike as she ran.

Part Time Jobs

It seemed like every teacher held a second job to augment his or her pittance of a salary.  The football coach was a part-time reporter for the Des Moines Register.  The wrestling coach sold insurance.  Another teacher farmed 160 acres.  The science teacher probably had the most interesting sideline, carving headstones.  The science teacher probably also had the funniest story about his “other job.”  As the story goes, one particularly cold winter afternoon, after he had finished carving a headstone and had it in place at the gravesite, he waited for the family to arrive and give final approval.  At the last moment he noticed that somehow a corner of the gravestone had been chipped off and was still lying by the side of the grave.  Without pausing to think if anyone was watching, he peed on the missing piece, then held it until it froze in place: not very long given the winters in Iowa.  A moment later, the family arrived and approved his “handiwork.”

One of my other jobs was to take measurements for the local telephone company.  They were in the process of burying the cables underground and I was supposed to take measurements and plot the information on a map that they provided.  As it turned out, several of the children of my immediate boss at the telephone company, a Mr. Johnson, were in classes I taught.  I casually mentioned to one of them that her father was my boss.  She replied that she was aware of that and, what’s more, “My Daddy says you aren’t worth a damn.” Out of the mouth of babes!

My friend John landed a summer job with the county as a “rod man” with a surveying crew and then was able to get me a job with the same crew.  John, I, and the crew chief, a guy by the name of Morris, spent most of the summer traipsing across the county’s endless patchwork of roads.  Turns out, John had a problem, he was deathly afraid of bulls.  Poor John couldn’t tell a cow from a bull, without a close inspection, and John’s fear was such that he couldn’t wait around long enough to get a good look.  Now cows are curious creatures.  If they are aware of you in the vicinity, they will likely amble over to get themselves a closer look.  Whenever we would be working in a field where there were cattle, which was just about every day, Morris and I would stand on the road and give John a running commentary on the progress of the local bovines.  “They’re coming John,” we would call out, whether they were moving or not.  “They’re in a trot, and closing,” we’d say, if they expressed even the slightest interest in John.  We’d have John so keyed up that, if they actually came within a hundred yards of him, John would drop his rod and make a dash for the nearest fence line, plunge through whatever obstacles were in his way, be it barbed wire or briar patch, tearing up his clothing, mutilating himself, and giving us an endless amount of amusement.

Maybe it was the work, but that summer on the survey crew was just one laugh after another.  Whenever we would need a bathroom break, we’d stop at one of many single-room schoolhouses that were spread out across the county.  If there were a schoolhouse, there would be an outhouse out back.  Whichever one of us used the facility first, the other two would wait a moment until the other was comfortably seated, then begin to pelt the outhouse with rocks.  To the occupant, it was like being inside a bass drum during the annual July 4th parade.

That summer seemed a particular inclement one, and since even a few drops of rain would fog up the surveying equipment, we’d often have nothing to do but wait for the weather to clear up.  If we’d already done our time in the bass drum and played tag with the cows, the only thing left to do was have a beer or two.  It was strange but, though a conservative people, these Iowa folks seemed to have a tavern wherever four sections of land came together.  That summer, we probably surveyed more taverns than farm roads.  Mary was trying to help me lose weight, so my lunch everyday consisted of a big tomato sandwich.  All the beer I was drinking, however, made up for any lost calories, so Mary was baffled how her dietary assistance and my long days traipsing around the county had no effect on my weight loss whatsoever.

Career Choices

I had a fourth grade student who, regardless of the assignment, would include a female nude on all of his artwork.  I thought this obsession was a bit odd for a boy of his age, so I kept an eye on him.  I noticed that at recess, he wouldn’t join the others in play but, instead, would hide behind a tree and observe.  I’ve often thought of him and speculated that, either he became a famous painter of nudes, or an arborist.

Disciplining Students

The art teacher who had preceded me was, to put it nicely, a bit of a kook.  On one occasion, in a drunken state, he had amused the townsfolk by removing all the tires from a rack at the local filling station, and rolled them down Main Street.  His classroom was pure anarchy too, with the kids in charge.  On my first day in the basement art room, the students seemed to have the expectation that the fun and games would continue.  I came into the class to find the male students using the pipes as a kind of jungle gym: climbing on top of a table, jumping up and grabbing the ceiling pipes, then swinging hand over hand from one end of the room to the other.  I put a stop to this by grabbing a hold of the feet of the next student to mount the bars, and holding on until he tired and let go, landing flat on his back and knocking the wind out of him.  Things settled down then, for a time.  Later in the year, I had a confrontation with a student who was the bane of all the teachers.  He stood a full head taller than me and, when he wouldn’t calm down, I took him by the arms to “shake some sense” into him, tearing off both sleeves of his shirt in the process.  That evening I answered an unexpected knock on my front door, only to find the students’ father standing there with a gun in his hand.  I talked him out of shooting me with the promise that he could have a meeting with the principal the next day.  The principal listened attentively to all sides of the story, then turned to the father and calmly said, “I want you and your family to move out of this district.  You are no longer welcome.  Gather up your child’s books and leave the school today.” I think I was as shocked as the father.  That was the one and only time that I ever had an administrator back me up.

Goodbye to Cresco

In an effort to raise our salaries, John and I prepared “The Cresco Report”.  Thanks mainly to John’s research skills it was a long, detailed comparison of teacher salaries in Iowa and across the nation.

We made a formal request to present this report to the school board at one of their regular meetings.  At the appointed time and place we showed up, but were told to wait in another room until we were called.  We waited and waited and after two hours or so we decided to see what was going on and found the Board had left the building.

That slight was the last straw for John and me and we both submitted our resignations.

Chapter 11: A New Direction

Time for a Change

After two years of exile in the public schools of a small Iowa town, I yearned for a change.  I quit my job in Cresco and we packed up and moved back to Mary’s hometown of Delavan, Wisconsin.

Fortunately, for once my timing was good.  I was able to line up two summer jobs right away: a day job working for a construction company and a night job with a pump manufacturing company.

I never quite felt comfortable at the night job, where I was a machinist of sorts.  That entire summer I never once met my quota of finished parts per shift.  I had a very nice boss, though, and when he assessed my output for the night he would write down that the machine had broken down three-quarters of the way through the shift.  So instead of being penalized or fired, I was given a full night’s pay.

At the end of that summer, between the two jobs I had made more in three months than I received for a full year of teaching in Cresco.  But on the downside, putting in 16-hour days left me looking and feeling like one of the living dead.

When fall arrived and those two jobs ended, my in-laws convened another of their famous family conferences.  This time the consensus was that I should pursue a career in lumber.  Members of Mary’s family were large stockholders in a company that owned a string of lumberyards, all originally founded by her grandfather.  The master plan was for me to spend a year at each of these yards and, at the conclusion of that time, assume the management of the company.  As well as I got along with Mary’s parents, the idea of working for relatives did not appeal to me.  The alternative plan they offered was for me to obtain my Masters Degree at the University of Iowa and then pursue a career in higher education.

I went to Iowa City with the intention of enrolling, and sat for six hours in the registrars’ office, torn by indecision.  The in-laws had loaned me the princely sum of $3000, which I had promised to repay.  But who knew what lay ahead and whether this investment would pan out?  I eventually paid for Mary’s Masters Degree and thought of it as at least a partial repayment of that loan.  But that was many years later, years of guilt over accepting the loan in the first place.

The University of Iowa

In 1950s the University of Iowa was still considered to be one of the premiere art schools in the nation.  Grant Wood, creator of the iconic “American Gothic,” had once been a faculty member, and the remaining faculty members were advanced in years and out of touch with the contemporary art scene.  The new chairman of the department, Lester Longman, had come to Iowa in 1936, eased out many of the older faculty, and then recruited artists with national reputations who were familiar with the current art movements.  Many of these newer artists didn’t even have college degrees, but their talent was indisputable.  Once again my timing was perfect: the graduates of the Iowa Art Department were highly sought after and over the years filled many slots in University art programs across the country.

The Schism

I didn’t realize that a so-called “schism” existed between artists and art educators: didn’t realize it, that is, until I tried to cross the line.

It would take a year for me to get my Masters of Arts (MA) degree in art education but, for those interested in a Masters of Fine Arts (MFA) degree, two years of study were required including more art classes.  Consequently MA candidates were considered less serious artists and were treated so by the faculty.  On the upside, the three MA applicants at the school that year (Clayton Sherwood, Tom Richardson, and myself) bonded together for support and formed friendships that last to this day.

Despite the schism, I boldly enrolled in a painting class.  One day I was working on a depiction of Auckland, New Zealand, and was endeavoring to paint the city’s endless array of white houses with red roofs.  As usual, I was looking for a short cut: I made a kind of stamp fashioned from a potato, to stamp out the outline of the rows of houses.  This was blasphemy to the instructor, who summed his feelings succinctly.  “Out!” he screamed and pointed to the door.  Fortunately the instructor had never bothered to learn the names of the three outcasts (the MA candidates).  When he wanted our attention he usually just said, “Hey you.” After letting a few days go by, I was able to sneak back into the class and continue my education in “fine art.”  Years later, I met someone who was studying under the same instructor who said he was still mentioning the potato incident.  I do have a way of making a lasting impression!

The Cheap Portrait

Within a short drive of the University there were a number of old railroad stations, some of them wonderfully ornate: ideal subjects for aspiring artists.  So Clayton Sherwood and I took a drive one afternoon, found a particularly good example, set up our easels and started painting.  A retired farmer happened upon us as he took his grandson for a walk and asked me nicely if I would do the boy’s portrait.  I was earnestly trying to learn my craft, though, and I nicely refused his request.  He went away but came back again later and was, if anything, even more persistent.  I finally gave in, got out a new sheet of paper and turned out, if I do say so myself, a reasonable facsimile of my subject.  The farmer insisted that I accept payment, and no matter how hard I argued, he wouldn’t take no for an answer.  Finally gaining my consent, he reached inside his overalls and produced a quarter.  The paper that I had used for the portrait had cost me a dollar.  At that moment the life of an artist did not look too promising.

Frank’s Courage

Frank Wocowiac was the head of Art Education at the University, though he was probably more widely known in Iowa for his weekly television program, which introduced art projects for children.  If you knew Frank, you also knew Verne, his assistant and part-time bodyguard: a menacing looking weight lifter.  Wherever Frank would go, Verne would be right behind.

After taping his weekly TV show, it was Frank’s routine to head directly to the nearest tavern and load up with liquid courage.  Despite the fact that he was asthmatic and, by the looks of him, couldn’t punch his way out of a paper bag, after a few drinks Frank was ready to rumble.  He’d stumble out of the tavern, Verne right behind, and walk down the street, challenging every one he met.  If they dared to return his stare, Frank would bellow, “Just what in the hell are you looking at?” With Verne at his side, no one picked up the gauntlet and Frank would find his way home convinced of his invincibility.

Drawing the Figure

We had two male models to choose from in our drawing class: one who stood about six foot four and looked to weigh no more than a hundred pounds, and the other a squat five foot two, but carrying at least two hundred pounds.  They were like figures in a fun house mirror.  There was no way you could put them in the same drawing without making it comical.  They reminded me of the symbol of the 1940 New York World’s Fair: the Trylon and the Perisphere.  

Our female models were, for the most part, the wives of returning servicemen and most were pregnant.  When I left the University I wasn’t able to draw a decent female figure but I was hell on basketballs!

Professor Knowlton

My favorite Art History instructor was a professor by the name of Knowlton.  On the first day of classes, he handed out a syllabus that referenced all of the lectures that he planned to give, plus everything else that would be covered in the final exam.  His explanation for this was simple: he would rather have us listening to what he had to say than taking down notes.  With the syllabus in hand, we were free to absorb the wisdom in his lectures, underline the passages we thought most significant, and even make thumbnail sketches of the slides.  If you studied the syllabus, you went into the final full of confidence.  No other art history instructor I ever had put the time and effort into their syllabus that Professor Knowlton did.  It taught me that teaching wasn’t a sinecure and that if I wanted to excel in this profession I had to put in the preparation time.

The PSA

There was an especially pompous Student Assistant at IU who never passed up a chance to exercise his authority.  On one memorable occasion, he arranged a series of objects for a still life in one of the studios and attached a large sign that warned us not to move the arrangement.  One of the other students, who had just about had it with the PSA, refrained from disturbing his meticulous arrangement but, instead, painted the entire set-up cerulean blue.

I happened to run into this same pompous person about a decade later, at the University of Wisconsin.  I walked into a studio and saw him standing, with brush in hand, over an easel that held my painting.  I rushed over, concerned that he had thought to improve my work but discovered he had not.  Instead, he explained, he was there to take a few photos for the dust jacket of his soon to be published book.  I never saw the published work, but I always wondered if my painting had been immortalized on his book jacket.

Stuart Edie

Our watercolor instructor at Iowa was a colorful character named Stuart Edie who, I am quite sure, had never painted a watercolor in his life.  He was, however, an excellent oil painter and a natural storyteller.  All of Stuart’s stories began the same way: ‘Mr. and Mrs. So and So, both extremely wealthy…’.  It seemed all of Stuart’s acquaintances were very wealthy, which was odd because he himself dressed like a hobo and rolled his own cigarettes from a tin of Prince Albert.

One of the most important lessons that I learned at Iowa was that I was not a classicist.  My cartoon-like drawings of the human figure looked like they had been done by a reasonably talented, crayon-wielding six year old.  They were especially crude when compared with other artists at school, like my friend Tom Richardson.  Of course, it took a while for that lesson to sink in.  But, ten years later, I was a confirmed Abstract Expressionist.

Chapter 12: Life in the Boonies

Wayne, Nebraska

After graduating from the University of Iowa, I was hired by Wayne State Teachers College in Nebraska.  My basic duties were divided between teaching Art Education classes at the college and supervising student teachers at the Campus School.  Those were my basic duties but, like all newcomers, I drew the short stick when it came time to assign the extracurricular jobs.  In fact, I got hit up for extra duty for both my teaching and supervising jobs.

As the Campus School took the profits from refreshment stand sales at all sports events, I was put in charge of ordering supplies and lining up faculty to prepare the food and work the counter.  Another newly hired teacher was assigned to share my duties, but we didn’t get off to a good start.  I told him that everything was in place for the upcoming school year but he must not have heard me because he ordered 350 pounds of hot dogs.  I heard about it when the campus store called telling me “your dogs have arrived.”  Since we didn’t have any immediate need for them, and we couldn’t send them back, the college had to pay for cold storage.  

This same individual lived just a street over from us, so I knew that he had a wife five kids, a German Shepherd, and a PhD: not necessarily in that order.  My feeling was that, despite his doctorate, he was still a kid at heart.  He loved nothing better than playing with his dog while his wife and family waited at home.  I’d often see him and the dog cavorting in a nearby cornfield, playing tag.  He only lasted a year at Wayne State and then took a job down in New Mexico.  When it was time to go, he loaded up their good car with a few of his belongings and the dog, then took off.  He left the wife and kids with a broken down trailer, loaded to the gills, fastened to a relic of a car that I would not have driven to the corner store, much less on a thousand mile trip to New Mexico.  On the day that the family was supposed to follow Dad over the Rockies, she came knocking on my door.  The trailer had two flat tires and even she knew that it wouldn’t get very far in that condition.  Another neighbor and I unloaded the trailer, had both tires removed, patched, re-inflated and put back on the trailer, then re-loaded everything.  She finally got underway.  If she had been smart, as soon as she got out of sight, she should have turned the car around and headed back to mother.

That was one of the lessons that I learned at Wayne State: holding a PhD.  does not necessarily qualify you to teach.  Another “doctor”, a Harvard graduate no less, taught for a time in a classroom directly across from my office.  On many occasions I had three or four of his female students in my office, crying their eyes out over his verbal abuses.

Feeding a Newborn

When a new principal of the Campus School arrived in town, he set about getting to know the faculty by inviting us all over, one by one, to his home.  His wife had just given birth a few months earlier, and during our visit the baby was in its crib in the bedroom.  As we chatted I noticed our six-year-old daughter, Sherry, dipping into the hard Christmas candy that they had out, then disappearing into the baby’s room.  After she had done this several times, I grew suspicious and followed her into the infant’s room.  I found a cute little baby with its mouth chock full of candy.  I think I saved the day but I understand why we were never invited back.

His First Class

The College hired a publicist to write news releases but, almost immediately, discovered that, this being the boonies of Nebraska, he had very little to publicize.  To justify his salary, they asked him to teach a class and he decided on American Literature.  The poor guy had never taught before and he was a bundle of nerves in the days leading up to his first class.  He got off to a fast start, though, announcing to the students that their first assignment was to acquire and read Mark Twain’s great novel, “Fuckleberry Hin”.

The Problem Solver

My friend Lee was a certified problem solver, or so he fancied himself.  The kind of events that drove others to distraction were Lee’s “cup of tea.”  If I, for example, broke down in the middle of the night on a deserted road, miles from nowhere, they’d eventually find me sitting in a ditch bawling my eyes out.  Not Lee!  Such an unfortunate turn of events was right up his alley.  When things went bad, Lee sprang into action, usually whistling with glee as he turned things around.

One of the biggest disasters that Lee faced, while he and I were buddies in Nebraska, was the sudden appearance of his stepson from his wife’s first marriage.  The kid, a recent high school graduate, just showed up on his doorstep one day and, six months later, was still not sure what he wanted to do with his life.  So Lee sprang into action.  He personally responded, on the kid’s behalf, to an advertisement for water tower painters.  (They are ubiquitous in this flat, dry part of the world.)  He convinced the owner of the business to hire his stepson, advance him a little cash for room and board, and chauffeured the recent graduate in his classic Nash across eighty miles of prairie to where the crew’s latest painting job was underway.  

The drive back home, despite the lack of any scenery to speak of, was one of exultation.  Another problem solved, Lee told himself as he took the last turn into his driveway and came to a screeching halt.  For there, sitting on his porch, eating a big slice of pizza, was the kid.  It’s too bad they didn’t pay you for hitchhiking, because this kid was an expert.  He had taken one look at the job that awaited him and turned right around and thumbed back home, beating Lee by a good half hour.

It’s a good thing we didn’t know anything about genetics back then, because Lee might have suspected his wife of the same lazy streak as her son.  But the truth was that Lee’s wife was a natural entrepreneur, always coming up with sure-fire ways to make an extra buck.  One of her more infamous ventures was the “Hawaiian Caper.”  In 1959, two states were accepted into the Union: the 49th was Alaska, in January of that year, and eight months later Hawaii became the 50th.  That left some flag makers in a bad position, having updated their entire inventory when the Alaska became the first new state in almost fifty years.  So naturally enough, they offered their 49-star flags at a big discount, and Lee’s wife thought this was a moneymaking opportunity.  For the rest of that summer and through the fall, she tried to sell those flags to her friends and neighbors, most of whom politely declined the offer.  Even with my poor math skills, I could still count to fifty.

One year, Lee solved the annual problem of how to make a little extra money during the summer vacation by securing a bus driver’s position in the city of Chicago.  They must have gotten word that the famed problem solver was coming because, before the summer was over, he had an accident with, at first, ten passengers on board.  By the time the transit authority inspectors had showed up to interview the passengers that number began to grow.  The back door of the bus has been left open and, as the inspectors interviewed the passengers at the front of the bus, more people boarded at the rear.  They knew that the combination of rookie driver and city bus might add up to a big lawsuit.  In the end, the inspectors interviewed more passengers than the bus had seats for.  Never underestimate the ingenuity of the American people where there is an easy, if illegal, buck to be made.

Dogs

By now you know that I am a sucker for dogs.  Since we were essentially settled in Wayne, and our kids were young, Mary thought it was time to get them their first pooch.  It didn’t take much to convince me.  

Mary had fallen in a love with the Welsh corgi breed, so we drove all the way to Wisconsin to purchase one from a breeder there.  By now you know that I never had much luck with dogs.  We quickly discovered that our purebred Corgi suffered from distemper, which made him very aggressive.  He tolerated women, but men were subject to sudden attacks.  His kind was originally bred as herders, so when he attacked he generally went after the feet.  I was often called on by neighbors to please come get my dog, as it wouldn’t allow them to leave their houses.  Seeking a cure, I took the advice of a vet and tried to wear him down.  I’d take him out of town, get him out of the car, and then drive slowly down the road with the Corgi following.  When he was good and exhausted, I’d take him back in the car and bring him home.  After he had rested for a few hours, he’d pop up and immediately begin his hunt for more victims.  Eventually, we gave him away to a farmer who, after the Corgi had cleaned out the hen house, passed him on to a widow who lived alone.  There, protecting the widow, he finally had a position where his aggressiveness was appreciated.

We next tried our luck with a Basset Hound we named Manfred.  All hounds are roamers and this one was no exception.  A friend called me up one day and mysteriously said, “when Manfred shows up, I want a share of what he’s got”, then hung up.  When Manfred did eventually show up, which was a miracle in itself, his head was stuck all the way into a big tin can.  He must have smelled his way home.  Eventually Manfred’s wanderlust did him in.  We got a call from a worker at a sewerage plant, telling us to come and get our dead dog.  Manfred had wandered down to the plant, fell into a holding pond, and drowned.

The Driving Lessons

In the constant quest for a few extra bucks, I often taught classes way off campus, including one semester in which I drove 80 miles to a little town called Vertigre, Nebraska.  Coincidentally, another teacher from the Campus School, Coral Stevens, was hired to teach “kiddy lit” in the same town at the same time.  I was able to drive a school car and, on our first trip together, Coral lamented that, at age 65, she had never learned to drive.  I told her it was never too late, pulled off the highway onto a gravel road, and insisted that she take the wheel.  Reluctantly, at first, she agreed to do so and, after a jerky start, she headed down the road at a high rate of speed, the gravel flying in our wake.  I got her to slow down, and then took back control for the rest of that ride.  We repeated these mini lessons on each of our sixteen round trips and, by the time our work in Vertigre was over, Coral had enough confidence and experience to take and pass her driving test.  After her retirement, she moved back to her hometown in Iowa and every Christmas until her death I received a card from her, thanking me for the freedom that driving had given her.

I’ve thought back to these driving lessons through the years and believe that they demonstrate the important truth that a small investment in effort on your part can often pay big dividends for others.

Building a House

For the first years of married life we moved from house to house and with each successive move our possessions, and the labor required to move them, increased.  Finally, I had had enough and I decided it was time to build my own abode.  The first hurdle I had to overcome, naturally enough, was financial.  I finally figured out that I could afford to buy the vacant lot next door and came up with the brilliant idea that I could a build a house on that lot with lumber from an abandoned farm house, priced at just $600, located sixty miles from the house we were renting.  It was a monstrous old farm house, too big to try and move intact, so Mary and I spent an entire summer of weekends tearing it down, pulling out nails, and stacking the rescued lumber.

We would drive down on Friday evenings, sleep in our car, work all day Saturday and Sunday, returning home late Sunday evening.  By the fall, I had all the lumber stacked for transport when someone, who had probably been biding their time as Mary and I worked, helped themselves to a good half of our summer’s efforts.  I managed to save what was left and had it transported to the vacant lot next to us in Wayne.

I started off by building a small temporary structure and spent the winter prefabricating elements of the house within that structure.  I had drawn up my own plans, incorporating what I thought were innovative and money-saving elements.  I dropped all the interior walls one foot short of the ceiling, and raised them one foot off the floor.  This allowed me to get by with one hot air vent from the basement furnace and another to return the cold air.  I also decided to use cements asbestos panels on the exterior walls, saving the cost of paint.

My innovations weren’t enough to convince the banks to lend me any money, though, and if it weren’t for the local lumberyard my house would have literally never gotten off the ground.  The lumberyard agreed to let me pay them $400 a month against what I owed, carrying a balance that at its peak was several thousand dollars.  They never even charged me interest.

The next summer was spent digging a partial basement, laying cement blocks, then pouring the foundation and floors.  With that done, I erected my prefabricated walls and put on the roof.  We moved in before there were any interior walls and, with the birth of my son shortly thereafter, were joined by my mother, who was a big help but blanched at using a bathroom that had no walls.  She also spurned my offer of a paper bag to place over her head, so I ended up hanging sheets to give her privacy.  The next winter was spent putting up those interior walls, for which I used some beautiful pine flooring rescued from the farmhouse.  I made use of the old farm’s windows too, of course, adding a small door underneath each for ventilation.  It was a challenge to use all of the materials I had salvaged from that old structure, but I did my best.

I bought used whenever possible, and had purchased a used bathtub, unloading it in the front yard awaiting installation.  My four-year-old daughter knew what it was for and proceeded to disrobe and crawl into the tub.  I found her there, in the altogether, shivering from her dip in the Nebraska winter air.

Later, that same daughter came home from kindergarten with a neighbor’s boy of the same age and the two decided to explore my art studio, which was located in half of a two-car garage.  About an hour later, the mother of the boy called, accusing our daughter of engaging in sex play with her son.  It seems he had gotten into my paints and somehow had managed to paint his private parts a lovely yellow ochre.

I’m sure you’ve heard the expression, “measure twice, cut once!” Given my impulsive nature, I was more likely to measure once and cut two, maybe three, times if necessary.  And if all failed, there was always plastic wood.  Given my budget, my skill level, and the materials I was working with, the house that I ended up with didn’t compare well with the more expensive and professionally built houses that were going up around us.

After we moved from Wayne, we were unable to find a buyer and I ended up renting out my creation for a good ten years before someone finally purchased it.  It was tough being an absentee landlord.  Renters would move out without any notification.  Vandals would break in, paint graffiti on the walls and break windows.  Any time anything needed fixing I’d have to drive out from wherever we were living, make the new repairs, find a new renter, and then try to get out of town before any more repairs were needed.

Playing a Hero

After the house was finished, I actually had some free time one summer so we decided to visit relatives in Idaho and then take in nearby Yellowstone Park.  We had seen most of the park and were headed back home when a freak storm hit the Park.  Rain turned to snow, which turned to sleet, and in a matter of hours the roads were sheets of ice.  Having spent many years living well north of the Mason-Dixon line, I knew how to drive in these conditions but most of those on the roads that day apparently did not.  The ditches on both sides of the Park roads were filled with cars and trucks.  We managed to keep going though, slow and steady, and were headed up a mountain toward an overpass when a Park Ranger suddenly ran up alongside our car.  He shouted at us, “Don’t stop, keep going.  And if you make it over the pass stop at the Ranger Station and tell them that our lines are down so I can’t call out and that we have one hundred motorists in ditches, in need of help.” We made it up and over, and by the time we reached the Ranger Station it was summer again.  I jumped out of the car, dashed into the office, and blurted out the Ranger’s important message.  The Ranger in the office was seated at his desk, doing paper work.  He finished what he was doing, took a leisurely sip of coffee, and looking at me over his glasses said, “You know, that Ranger you met is just so damn excitable.”

The New President

An ex-Marine Captain by the name of Brandenburg was selected as the next president of Wayne State Teachers College.  His father was also the president of a college in Missouri and was so well liked that in his honor they had built the “Brandenburg Gate.”  Copycats!  As I was the only other ex-Marine on the faculty, he acknowledged my existence every time we ran into each other, by saying “I want you to come over to the house and listen to my record of ‘The Sounds of Parris Island’.”  The house that he had moved into was one that had served as a pre-school and the bathrooms were still sized for three-footers.  I never actually received a formal invitation to visit, which was disappointing.  I would have loved to see how he fit his six-foot frame on a toilet a foot off the floor.  

After I left the school, I heard that President Brandenburg became well known for going on some serious drinking binges, ranging as far away as Wyoming.  The college never built him his own gate, though eventually they showed him one … on his way out.

The Necessary Move

My ultimate desire was to teach art, rather than art education, and to do so I would have to shed the title of art educator and find a position with a Liberal Arts College.  After a long search, and numerous applications, I was hired at Carthage College in Illinois.  At Carthage I was the sole art teacher, responsible for classes in Art History, Painting, Ceramics, Silk Screening, and Drawing.  That’s quite a schedule, but Carthage was a laid back school and I enjoyed my new responsibilities.

Just prior to leaving Wayne State, we lost a second daughter at birth.  It was a sad experience for our small family.

Chapter 13: Living on the Fringe

Carthage

Carthage College was located in the small, central Illinois town of, you guessed it, Carthage.  Other than the college, the town’s only other claim to fame was that in the town jail the local people had murdered the founder of the Mormon religion, Joseph Smith.  All summer long, busloads of Mormons, making a pilgrimage, would arrive to view the recently touched-up blood spots on the jailhouse floor.  Still angry over the events that had taken place over a hundred years earlier, most refused to spend a dime in town and, after taking a tour of the jail, would eat their baloney sandwiches in their air conditioned buses.

The truth was that the town had not grown since they put holes in Joseph Smith and it seemed mired in the past.  Our landlord actually held a sale of Model T tires at his hardware store.  It was 1959; thirty-two years after the last Model T had rolled off the assembly line.

After asylums the next largest group of weirdoes can be found teaching at small liberal arts colleges.  They are somewhat incestuous, as many graduates are drawn back to their alma mater’s faculty.  Carthage had their full quota of these individuals.

A Dinner Engagement

A new teacher at an established institution was pretty much ignored by the rest of the faculty, so it was a big surprise when, soon after our arrival in Carthage, the science professor invited Mary and me to dinner.  Mary and I were both pleased with this sign of acceptance, so on the date of the dinner we dressed up in our best clothes and made sure we were on time.  

The Professor’s wife, whose shocked look and shabby attire should have tipped us off that something was wrong, met us at the door.  We were shown in and seated on the davenport, while she retired to another room where we could barely hear a phone conversation taking place.  For an hour we sat on that davenport, quietly speculating how a four-foot circle of grease had gotten onto the living room wall.  Glasses of Kool-Aid arrived just as the Professor came bursting through the front door, carrying what we assumed was something fresh from the butchers, as it was wrapped in that white paper.  An hour later, we sat down to dinner.  I don’t remember much about the meal, except that the conversation between the host and hostess was obviously strained.  I didn’t inquire about the grease spot, thinking the time was not appropriate.

The World Beater

I’m always suspicious of so-called “world beaters,” my term for people with twelve-page resumes that include a stint as an envoy to the United Nations, a diplomatic posting to Uganda, Spelling Bee Champion, Decathlon Gold Medallist, recipient of the Medal of Honor, Valedictorian of every school they have ever attended, top salesperson of Girl Scout cookies for the city of Cleveland, the lead in Swan Lake, and all round rodeo champion.  That World Beater’s resume usually concluded with a note that there were actually many more accomplishments that they might have listed, but that they had to draw the line somewhere.

Every summer, Carthage College sent its head cook off to school to learn new techniques and dishes.  He would return in the fall and put on a memorable feast for the faculty, justifying his paid vacation.  The fall feast was also the occasion at which new faculty was introduced.  At one particular fall feast, the president introduced a bona fide, first class, certified World Beater.  She had been head of a Fortune 500 company, had climbed Mt.  Rushmore three times, and had dog-paddled the length of the Amazon River, naturally, big things were expected of her.

When classes started later that fall, though, the World Beater was a no-show for her first class, and her second, and even her third.  As frantic calls to her phone went unanswered, an administrator went over to her motel, concerned that she might be ill.  She was sick all right, sick of the town, sick of the school, sick of the whole situation.  To medicate herself she had relied on good old Dr. Barleycorn.  Judging from the number of empties that littered her room, she must have been stoned for at least a week.  Just another item for her resume, or perhaps to be filed under those experiences too numerous to mention.

The Biology Teacher

The biology teacher raised mung beans under his bed and he didn’t think that was unusual.  He also talked to trees.

About the time of the World Beater’s collapse, the school hired a new Home Economics teacher, a young woman who had an adequate figure, was reasonably good looking, and, it seemed obvious to most people, was on the hunt for a soul mate.  For one thing, she used to drape herself over the couch in the faculty room in such a way that you either had to jump over or on to her bones.  Her availability came to the attention of the biology teacher, who was definitely interested.  But unless she was an amateur botanist, or had a subscription to Nature, they had nothing to talk about.  And the biology teacher wasn’t exactly Don Juan.  He stopped talking to trees, but started to talk to himself, chastising himself for his lack of social graces.  As I saw it, he was a victim of over-specialization.  He had spent years trying to master one specific area of knowledge and, because of this, had completely forsaken his social development.  You see this phenomenon often in those employed in the fields of science and mathematics.  Want proof?  Just look at Einstein’s haircut!

So Much for Fame

Fame is a fleeting thing.  This truth was brought home to me after I had won a top award at a local art show for an oil painting.  The school saw the award as an opportunity for some P.R., and arranged for the local newspaper’s photographer to immortalize the occasion.  The photographer, though, was more interested in taking a good shot than in publicizing the school or me.  He put the painting on an easel and tried to pose me in an appealing manner.  He said he thought that my smile was less than engaging and then suddenly left the room.  He came back with an appealing young lady he recruited from the next classroom and placed her voluptuous body on a stool next to the painting, posing her in a provocative manner.  I was in the shot too, at first.  When the picture appeared in the paper a few days later, it was just the young lady and the award-winning painting.  I had been cropped out.

Dr. Kibby

Dr. Alice Kibby had attended Carthage College years before and, after a long struggle, had received her PhD.  She returned to teach at Carthage and was welcomed with open arms.  A big part of the reason she was warmly welcomed back was that she had inherited thousands of acres surrounding the town and had no other family.  The school expected to be gifted with this land when Dr. Kibby passed away, but she proved remarkably hardy and long-lived.

Dr. Kibby also showed great reluctance to give up teaching, even though she became the laughingstock of the students.  Her classroom was on the first floor and, after taking roll, a student would tell her the hall phone was ringing.  It wasn’t really but, when Dr. Kibby would go to answer it, half the class would jump out of the open windows and skip class.  She never missed them.

Whatever she wanted, she got from the college.  The third floor of the classroom building was given to her for use as a museum.  As Carthage was a church-affiliated institute, many of its students headed out after graduation to do missionary work around the world.  They sent back many valuable artifacts, such as Benin bronzes, wood masks from all over Africa, primitive art from New Guinea, and even scale models of Indonesian temples.  So all of these artifacts ended up on the third floor museum where, because of the lack of any organized cataloguing system, they were often displayed next to Scout Troop #3’s collection of bottle caps, the door frame Abe Lincoln passed through when he argued a case in a nearby, long since demolished, court house, and a two-headed calf, which Dr. Kibby had personally mounted.  Since she had no artificial eyes, cotton protruded from all four eye sockets.  

She actually solicited my advice, once, regarding the best technique for mounting the carcass of a crab … from a collection of parts she had salvaged from the kitchen.  The final display featured the crab’s body and, despite my objections, two right claws.  One of her other ventures was turning an alcove in the building into a flower garden featuring indigenous plants.  She covered the floor with thick slabs of green foam core and stuck plastic flowers into the foam.  She couldn’t find any plastic versions of local plants, though, so the garden was more universal than planned.

Another of Dr. Kibby’s peculiarities was her manner of dress.  It was peculiar because she only wore only one dress, the same dress, over and over.  I thought it was unhygienic, but then I discovered another unusual fact.  A woman who accompanied Dr. Kibby on her annual shopping trip to the city confirmed that, when she found a dress she liked, she stuck with it.  She would regularly order, and wear, four identical dresses.

Her manner of dress fit well with her frugal nature.  When she received her bi-monthly check from the college, it would go on the top of her pile of un-cashed checks.  When she needed money, she would cash the top check.  Checks issued decades earlier remained un-cashed, on the bottom of the stack, which drove the college comptroller crazy.

Dr. Kibby also had a skill prevalent in elderly people.  She had mastered the ability to fall sound asleep while seated upright in a folding chair.  As she had a hearing loss, she always sat in the front row.  Seated behind her during a meeting, it wasn’t hard to imagine that you were in an open boat in rough seas.  Her body would sway to the right as an imagined wave hit broadside.  She would recover and tilt to the left as if struck from that quarter.  Then an imagined swell would catch the boat head on and she would lean forward to her lap only to snap back with a jolt as the swell passed beneath.  She must have had a gyroscope in her brain, as she never hit the water during hour-long meetings.

I must confess I have, in recent years, acquired a similar skill, but nothing approaching Dr. Kibby’s.

A Comptroller’s Life

The comptroller had his own problems other than Dr. Kibby’s un-cashed checks.  It seemed as if the school was always strapped for money and, maybe because he was always looking for ways to save the college money, he was quite the cheapskate himself.  He and a friend had an ongoing competition as to who could spend the least on their summer vacations.  They actually took separate vacations, at the same time of year, to the same destination in Minnesota.  They took this competition to an extreme level: they slept in their cars, which they parked in public places, bought bread from “day old” stores, used public restrooms at filling stations, and even went so far as to save gas by coasting on the down grades.  What a great vacation!

Most people thought the comptroller and a woman named Pearl, who worked for the Dean of the College, were romantically involved.  Pearl was another of Carthage’s lost sheep who had returned to the fold.  In fact, Pearl occupied the same room in the girl’s dorm that she had lived in, forty years earlier, when she was a student at Carthage.  That may seem odd, but other than that Pearl was a model of efficiency and common sense.  She was responsible for reviewing student’s records and, every semester, she would write out exactly what they needed for graduation and what their choices were.  When it came time to register for the next semester, the process took about sixty seconds.  Compare that to the supposedly automated registration process after the introduction of computers, when it usually took at least 24 hours to get the job done.  As far as her romance with the comptroller, though, I have my doubts.  One summer, Pearl took a vacation and returned with a present for the Dean.  He kept it hidden behind some books, and only got it out when Pearl was out of the building.  It was a plaque with crossed golf clubs and a golf ball, with a boldly written motto, “Old Golfers Never Die, They Just Lose Their Balls!” Pearl, I concluded, had somehow retained her schoolgirl innocence.  Her relationship with the comptroller had to be strictly platonic.

On Tour

One summer the enrollments were so low at Carthage that some of us found ourselves looking for work off-campus.  A nearby State University regularly conducted summer tours for teachers and, as their art history instructor was joining one of these tours, I was hired as his replacement for the summer.  At the last minute, though, something, perhaps the prospect of spending long hours trapped in a bus with high school teachers, caused him to break out in hives and we switched: he stayed at the university and I got on the bus!  Off I went on a tour of the Northeast U.S.  and Canada.

As usual I drew the short stick.  The supposed Tour Director immediately attached himself to a young, good-looking teacher, and they spent the entire trip holding hands and looking ‘moonie’.  My official title should have been Chief Arbitrator and Baggage Smasher.

In all groups, cliques form early and those who were not included felt left out and resented the lack of attention.  Those teachers on the tour in this position would complain about not having a window seat, or being given the noisiest, the smelliest, or the smallest room.  On more than one occasion, I surrendered my single room to someone who objected to having to sleep in the hallway.  At dinnertime, I tried to play Social Director, moving from table to table with a smile for everyone.  Usually, I was the last to make it to dinner, for as soon as we arrived at the hotel, I was responsible for getting the right bag to the right room, often having to tote them there myself.  In the evening, I was often approached by a half-dozen female teachers who thought it improper for a lady to go to a bar unescorted.  It must have looked a little funny, though, to see this one guy bringing in six women.

Although the tour made several stops at respected museums, where high-end art and crafts pieces were available for sale, the teachers generally preferred to spend their hard-earned money on the kind of tourist junk that was available along the side of the highways we traveled: miniature windmills, plastic lobsters, tiny bottles of maple syrup.  There were also quite a few, fairly large sailboats purchased.  Carved entirely out of wood and with authentic, but fragile, rigging, most of these mementoes of the nautical northeast never made it back to the Midwest intact.

Miss Heavy

One of the teachers on the tour weighed close to 300 pounds and found it stressful to walk from the bus to the lobby of the hotel.  So I was a bit surprised that she insisted on taking part in our walking tour of Montreal.  In the interest of the tour, I took up a position at the back of the group as it set out, in close proximity to Miss Heavy.  But before we had gone a dozen blocks, the main body of the group was far ahead.  I tried to find a position where I could see both the more fit walkers and Miss Heavy, but in a short time I lost sight of both.  I backtracked quickly, concerned that Miss Heavy had suffered a stroke, looking up every alley, looking in every store window.  It turned out that she had not so much given up, as given in … to temptation.  I found her in an ice cream parlor.  I joined her and managed to polish off a nice soda in the same time that she finished off two Banana Splits.  We both headed back to the hotel after that, and I was fully refreshed when, a full two hours later, I greeted a large group of fatigued walkers who had had their fill of Montreal.

Crossing to Nova Scotia

The tour included a visit to Nova Scotia, via a ferry crossing of the Bay of Fundy.  No one anticipated, however, that we would make that crossing during one of the worst storms to hit the area, ever.  But off we went and, before we were out of the harbor, the teachers were queuing up along the rail, offering their last meal to the sea.  In a weak attempt to distract the members of the group from the fact that both they and the seas were heaving mightily, I organized a card game.  In the middle of the game, one of the ladies said, “excuse me,” reached down onto the rolling deck, snagged her purse, managed to get it open, and regurgitated into it.  She then simply snapped it shut, placed it back down on the deck, and the game continued.

We finally arrived in Lunenburg, Nova Scotia and, as soon as we had regained our equilibrium, made a visit to the place where they were constructing a replica of the ship HMS Bounty, for the movie “Mutiny on the Bounty”.  Next on the itinerary was a day of cod fishing, and one of the ladies on the tour refused to go, still feeling the effects of our crossing of the Bay of Fundy.  She spent the day at the Inn where we were staying.  When we returned, she related how she had spent the day playing bridge with several of the Mutiny on the Bounty’s producers and its director Lewis Milestone.  They had stopped by to check on the progress of the Bounty.  Marlon Brando, however, was nowhere to be seen.

As we passed through Canada, we often stopped at small restaurants for lunch whose staff wasn’t equipped to handle the forty people we suddenly thrust upon them.  On those occasions, I took on the added role of waiter, taking orders, serving food, and even clearing the tables.  My help was welcomed, and a source of amusement for the group.

Finally, though, the fun had to end.  We were to re-enter the U.S.  through Detroit and every member of our group was strongly cautioned, regardless of what they purchased in Canada and how much they had spent, not to declare more than the $300 limit on their duty forms.  Instead, these virtuous members of a proud profession put down everything, necessitating a thorough examination of every bag by the custom’s agents, and delaying our return by at least three hours.

We finally were let back in, though, and as we approached Illinois they passed the hat for the Director and me.  It was a nice bonus, especially because I really felt at that point that I had had such an enjoyable time that I would have paid them for the privilege.

A Rat’s View

The Carthage College president and his wife always spent the summer holiday vacationing abroad and, besides the usual knick-knacks and bric-a-brac that tourists collect, would never fail to bring back someone they met in their travels, to teach at the college.  One year it was an Indonesian gentleman who had some difficulty adjusting to American culture, especially the requirement that you had to obey the speed limits.  Time and time again, during his tenure at Carthage, he was pulled over by the police.  Although he spoke perfect English, when he was pulled over he would pretend not to speak or understand a single word and would babble on in Indonesian.  Of course, there were no Indonesian-speaking interpreters within five hundred miles so usually he was let go without even a warning.

This Indonesian gentlemen, and many others on the faculty, took advantage of the fact that the college owned a large number of derelict houses.  They were rented to faculty members for very low rates, so they tolerated the poor conditions.  The Indonesian gentleman lived in a house that he had to share with a large family of rats that, before his arrival, gnawed numerous holes in the interior walls to facilitate their comings and goings.  His solution was to use Scotch tape to cover the holes to keep the rats at bay, but it also gave the rats Scotch tape windows to peer through as his family ate their dinner.

Entertaining

The college’s young P.R.  officer did not get along with his elderly neighbor.  To get back at him, for real or imagined ills, he had trained his German Shepherd to use the neighbor’s yard as his toilet.  Of course, the elderly neighbor did not just allow this to happen, so the two would spend many of their evenings peering out at each other from behind the curtains, watching and waiting.  The PR man boasted that he usually won these contests because the old guy would doze off sooner or later and then he would strike (well, actually the Shepherd would do the striking).

One summer, Mary was off to summer school and I was holding down the fort.  The PR man’s wife was out town for some reason, so I invited him over for a cook out.  Before we ate, he went into the bathroom to wash his hands and was confronted by the site of a pencil protruding from the faucet.  My homey solution to a faucet that wouldn’t turn off was to shove this pencil into the opening.  That the pencil served some logical function was something the PR man couldn’t imagine, though, so he pulled the pencil out and was surprised by a sudden gush of water.  He went into an immediate fit of hysterical laughter.  He had barely recovered when the gas suddenly went out in the oven, where a cake I was baking was almost finished.  Once again, demonstrating the breadth of my domestic skills, I tried to finish it on top of the grill.  Instead of a cake, I ended up with a burnt, gooey mess, the sight of which sent my guest into convulsions once again.  For years thereafter, whenever we ran into each other, he would just point at me and start laughing.

My Standard Dress

When I was a kid, I remember that my father, as befitting a Kraft’s Plant Manager, dressed very well.  He generally wore hard surfaced, double-breasted suits with padded shoulders: an ensemble that cost at least $65.  This was during the Depression, mind you, when factory workers at Dad’s plant started off at 35 cents an hour.

When my Dad passed away I, being of similar proportions to him, inherited five of his once expensive suits.  As the years went by and fashions changed, mine didn’t.  I continued to wear his shiny suits, padded shoulders and all, and I would probably still be wearing the tattered remains of those suits today had not my wife, seven years into our marriage, donated them to the Carthage College Drama Department.  They were putting on the hit musical Guys and Dolls that year and they needed a 1930’s style wardrobe.  

Continuing to make a unique fashion statement, I was one of the first to buy a Leisure Suit.  I wore mine everywhere, until after returning from a trip to Chicago I remarked to a friend that I had not seen a single leisure suit at O’Hare Airport.  Chicago, I concluded, was behind the times.  My more fashion-conscious friend pointed out that it wasn’t Chicago that had not kept up with the times, but that the Leisure Suit had long ago gone the way of the Dodo.

Moving Out

One of my fellow teachers had been accepted at Graduate School and I agreed to help him make the move.  He rented a large trailer, backed it up to his front porch, and we spent the better part of the day loading up his possessions.  When we had the house cleared out, he loaded his wife and kids into the car, thanked me, and took off  waving from the driver’s seat.  He hadn’t gone five feet, though, when he realized that the back of the trailer, weighed down now, had a death’s grip on the front steps.  He had a choice, take the steps with him to Graduate School or unload enough of his things to free the trailer.  We accomplished that in a few hours, muscled the steps back into place, and he took off again, or tried.  This time he got about four feet farther, when the trailer released from the unsecured hitch, dropped to the ground and dug itself deeply into the landlord’s lawn.  We were too tired to unload the damn thing again, so we used the car’s jack to hike the trailer’s tongue up high enough to re-hitch it, and lock it this time.  Finally, as sun was setting in the west, they got underway, and actually went somewhere.  Laurel and Hardy would have been proud of us!

The Pony

I don’t think there’s a woman alive who did not at one time, when she was a little girl, wish for her very own pony.  Our seven year-old daughter Sherry was no exception.  Her insistent pleas, followed by the biggest lie ever told (I’ll take care of it Daddy!), wore down my resistance and, against my better judgment, I woke up one day at a local horse auction with a bill of sale for a pregnant Welsh Pony.  At first, things seemed to go well.  We lived at the edge of town, and a woman who owned a field close by with a small pond on it, offered to let our pony graze there, anticipating it would keep the grass down.  So at least we saved on what could have been considerable feed bills.  I never got along with the mare, or its colt.  Instead of a horse “whisperer,” I was a horse cusser, especially after chasing the beast around and around the field trying to get a saddle on it.

There was a neighboring family with eight kids, who lived in a house the size of a two-car garage.  When we had the pony out for Sherry to ride, they would gather around to watch.  I knew that there were two chances of that family getting their own pony, slim and none, so I gave them all turns riding the pony.  The mare was a bit spry, and somewhat skittish, so to protect myself against the possibility of a lawsuit, I always kept a hold on the reins when they mounted her.

By the time the winter arrived, the bloom was off the rose, our daughter had forgotten her pledge and I had become the beast’s sole caretaker.  The following year the College began a move to Kenosha, Wisconsin, which was my opportunity to get rid of the livestock.  I led the mare and colt back to the same auction house and sold them both for less than I had paid for the original pony.  I concluded that horsemen trade animals back and forth with one another, but that the only time any money is made is when an overindulgent Daddy shows up.

Chapter 14: Survival

A Chinese Party

Soon after moving to Kenosha, I received a grant from the Lutheran Church Council that allowed me to enroll at the University of Wisconsin in pursuit of the MFA degree.  It was over 100 miles from Kenosha to Madison, so commuting was out of the question.

The University was expanding into the downtown area of Madison at that time, and had purchased a number of large, old three-story homes.  They rented these out to students, pending the wholesale demolition of the area, and we ended up on the second floor of one of these buildings.  

Beneath us, on the first floor, were two elderly ladies and above us on the third floor were a half dozen Chinese graduate assistants.  I had loved Chinese food since I was a boy and Tony Tizanara, one of my father’s employees at the plant, served me my first Chinese meal.  So it was a bonus, in a way, to have the aroma of Chinese food in the air most evenings, though the smell of old cabbage and soy sauce did not improve the aroma of the trash they placed on their back porch.

Sometime during the first semester that year, the Chinese grad students decided to have a party and, probably hoping to avoid any complaints from the neighbors, invited us.  We waited until the party was underway before making our appearance.  As soon as we came through the door the place went silent, no music, no dancing.  We were led into an alcove, served a piece of hard candy and a beer in a 2-ounce glass.  There was an attempt at conversation, but we seemed to have nothing in common, save for the building we shared.  We didn’t want to ruin their party so, after about five minutes, we made our apologies and departed.

The party resumed as soon as we had gone.  I couldn’t name the dance they were doing, but I remember the music going - 1,2,3 Thump, 1,2,3, Thump.  It was a weird experience that I’m sure was shared by the American co-eds that were brought in as their dates, and was probably related at some future time to their children, none of who, I assume, were bi-racial.

Mavis’ Escape

A former student of mine named Mavis was, coincidentally, also in Madison to attend graduate school and living just across the alley from us on the third floor of one of the area’s many dilapidated buildings.  One day, I returned home to find fire trucks parked in the alleyway directing geysers of water on the flames that had enveloped Mavis’ house.  Mavis, thank goodness, was standing on my front porch and he told me a tale of a harrowing escape.  He had not been able to exit the building by the stairs, but had to exit by a window on the third floor, go hand over hand along a tree limb, drop on to the roof of the porch, then shinny down a drainpipe.  For all of that, he was unscathed and all he wanted to do was get to a phone so he could call his mother and let her know he had not been hurt.

I let him use my phone and when his mother answered he blurted out his story.  “It’s going to be on TV that our house caught fire and I just wanted you to know I’m all right.” To which his mother replied, “How are your grades?  Are you passing Statistics?” Mavis countered by, once again, assuring her he was all right and then recounting the details of his miraculous escape.  His mother, however, was on another channel.  “How is Judy adjusting to Madison,” she asked.  Back and forth they went.  Fire.  Grades.  Escape.  Statistics.  It went on for at least half an hour, with neither one listening to what the other was saying.

Neal’s Bathroom Break

In Madison, our son Neal attended an elementary school about six blocks from our apartment.  I had a few grocery items to pick up and, knowing there was a store next to Neal’s school, I thought I’d first pick him up and then do the shopping on the way home.  As soon as he came out of school, we went into the grocery store and everyone, the clerks, bag boys, everyone, said a great big hello to Neal.  That was a bit of a surprise, especially since I had never been in that particular store before.  It turns out that Neal was a regular, at least after school.  He was too bashful to raise his hand and ask permission to use the boy’s room during the school day.  So he ‘held it’ all day and, when school let out, he would dash into the grocery store and use their facilities.

How to Sell a Painting

I attended a symposium that purported to teach those in attendance how to sell their art.  A number of the University’s faculty spoke and the general consensus seemed to be that you had to spend time in New York City in order to make contacts to find a reputable gallery willing to display your work.  It sounded reasonable enough, except that no one present had actually succeeded by following this routine.  Then Frank Boggs, who had been my painting instructor at Beloit College years before, stood up and said, “If you want to sell your art you just have to ask someone to buy it.” Frank was the only speaker with a worldwide reputation.  He carried a notebook wherever he went with pages that folded out to display the murals he had created in the past.  Prospective clients couldn’t help but be impressed by his presentation.  I thought his approach was the only one I heard that night that made sense and good advice for anyone considering a career as an artist.  

Survival

The grant that I had received from the Lutheran Church Council covered my tuition but nothing else.  My living expenses, books, and everything else were not covered, so once again I had to find a second, and even a third job.  I ended up teaching a few Adult evening art classes, ran the city’s summer art program, and even signed up as a substitute teacher.  As I had by then perfected my teaching skills, I was frequently called on to teach in tandem with the regular teacher, so that he or she could observe my methods.  Before too long I was selected to fill out the remainder of the year for an art teacher who left on maternity leave.  I kept up my artistic output at the same time, often heading to the University’s studios at night after working a full day.  Fortunately, most of my MFA classes were independent study and I only had to meet with my instructors every other week to review my progress.

When I received the MFA degree, the Art Director for the Madison school system asked me to stay on, but I had not sought my MFA to go back to public school teaching.

Problems

If it’s true that “into each life some rain must fall.” then my graduate school experience qualifies as a deluge.  I know of no group of artists who are more driven or dedicated to their craft than ceramicists.  And that was a problem for me, because my casual attitude put me at odds with just about everyone else in my ceramics class.  It wasn’t just my attitude, though; it was a question of my skill as well.  Everyone in the class managed to produce thin-walled, lightweight, graceful pots.  I produced thick-walled, graceless pots that were so heavy that the graduate assistant refused to fire them in the kiln.  He was literally afraid that they would blow up, ruining every one else’s nice work.  I wanted help, I asked for help, but to the graduate assistant, whose name was McFarland, I was invisible.  But fate intervened in the person of an old drinking buddy of mine from undergraduate school who coincidentally also bore the last name McFarland.  He showed up in class one day and I found out he and the graduate assistant were brothers.  The next thing I knew, I was getting so much help that it was embarrassing.  I only had to look up and before I could get a question out of my mouth, brother McFarland was at my side, eager to be of assistance.  

My stature in ceramics class was further elevated when I attended the Department Heads’ annual cook out.  When I arrived at the Department Head’s farm, a group of students from the east were attempting to grill Wisconsin’s favorite food, bratwurst.  The whole thing was up in flames, but I came to the rescue.  I doused the fire with a pan of water and then proceeded to show the ceramics crowd how to do brats up right!  At the end of the day’s festivities, the Department Head praised my accomplishments, both on and off the grill, and said that I was a welcome addition to the Ceramics Department.

This proved my theory that “Whatever it takes to get you there is O.K, even if it’s dumb luck!”

Why Not to Innovate

I also had my share of difficulties in a sculpture class, most of which I attributed to innovation.  I had come up with a short cut to the instructor’s preferred method and was able to complete what was supposed to be a three-week project in one week.  The other artists in the class were impressed, and began to follow my lead, much to the instructor’s chagrin.  The instructor was a methodical German who thought “flexibility” was a dirty word.  Perceiving me as a challenge to his orderly class, he began to single me out for abuse.  I tried to keep a low profile, and kept my mouth shut, but wherever I went he would seek me out and continue his tirade.  I ended up with the lowest grade I received during my entire time at Wisconsin, - a C.  I managed to find a different sculpture instructor for the next semester, and raised my grade to an A, but the damage was done.  And, making matters even worse, my tormentor managed to be appointed to the review committee charged with assessing my graduate show and granting the degree.  Though in terms of grades I was second among all MFA candidates in the final written exam and did as well in the orals, the committee decided I had not met the requirements of the degree.  My rejection sent shock waves through the Department and fear into the hearts of the other degree candidates.  If I could be rejected, what chance did they have?  I didn’t just roll over and die, though.  I worked the system and was able to have my tormentor removed from the review committee.  I reapplied and the second time around, using most of the same paintings I’d shown in the first show, passed with flying colors.  Years later, I ran into one of my instructors from Wisconsin who, with a sad voice, informed me that my problem sculptor instructor had died.  He looked a bit shocked when my reaction to this news was to remark, “Good.  Too bad it didn’t happen fifteen years ago.”

Leaving on a High Note

We were packing up our things and making the final arrangements to leave the University and head back to Carthage College, when Mary and I decided to take a break, and attend a faculty art show.  We knew most of the artists whose work was on display, so we didn’t expect any surprises.  Suddenly, though, we were stopped in our tracks and struck speechless.  Mary was first to recover her senses and she blurted out the obvious, “Those are your paintings!” It seems my painting instructor had been impressed with my work and had “borrowed” my style.  He had half a dozen canvases on display that I could have just as easily signed my name to.  I guess he was just following Ben Franklin’s advice to, “Emulate the successful.”

Chapter 15: A Fond Farewell

How to Title a Painting

When I rejoined the staff from Carthage College at their new campus in Kenosha, Wisconsin I was suddenly the new artist in town, so I was asked to mount an exhibition of my paintings.  A reporter from the local paper showed up as I was hanging the show, but was stymied by the fact that I had neglected to assign titles to my work.  When she asked me about a specific painting’s title, I would turn it around and ask her, “Well, what do you think it looks like?” If she said, “It looks like a marsh at sunset,” I’d say, “That’s it.”  She ended up giving titles to every piece at the show, saving me the task.

A Good Plan

After I had been in Kenosha a short time, I was asked to join a group of five talented artists headed by the painter John Gorey.  John lived near the woods outside of town with his wife and two children.  His kids, about six and eight years old then, were free to come and go as they pleased and would often disappear into the woods for days, returning only when they needed to supplement their diet of roots and berries with something a little more substantial.  By the looks of them, they were doing pretty good though and I half suspected that they had found a she-wolf willing to suckle them.

John took the commuter train to Chicago during the week, where he worked in a commercial art studio.  Even on the train, John’s outgoing personality was hard to ignore and he managed to convince some of the other regular commuters to join a kind of art appreciation group.  Besides their informal discussions on the train, the members of this group would get together at a restaurant four times a year, where we six Kenosha artists would display some of our work and one of us would provide the entertainment, consisting mainly of a discussion or lecture on a subject of our choosing.  John actually had these commuters paying annual dues of $100, and that didn’t cover the cost of their dinners.  The dues they paid were held in reserve toward the purchase of a painting when they found one of ours to their liking.  The Commuter Train Art Appreciation Dinner Club was still going strong when I left Carthage College.

How to Irritate a President

Though no one dared to tell her, Ellie, the college president’s wife, had a hairy chest.  She seemed oblivious to her hermaphroditic condition, though, as she often wore low cut blouses.  You will probably be relieved to hear that Ellie’s hirsute condition had nothing whatsoever to do with how I managed to irritate her husband, the college president.  The trouble started, innocently enough, when both Ellie and I found out we were going to be teaching classes at the Great Lakes Naval Station in Chicago.  We decided to commute together and, on the first day, I arrived promptly only to be told by her husband that she wasn’t quite ready.  To kill a little time, I drove up to the end of their cul de sac and made a wide turn to head back and in doing so caught a button of my jacket on the apparatus that sounded the car horn.  The horn began to honk and in a moment I was back in front of the president’s house, with the horn still bleating.  Ellie, thinking I was perturbed at her tardiness, came running out of the house, hopping on one foot, trying to get her coat and galoshes on at the same time.  I doubt if my explanation and apology were accepted, but at least Ellie was never tardy again.

School Day

On the first day of school, Mary took our young son Neal down to the local elementary school and enrolled him in the first grade.  After finishing the paperwork, she dropped him off in the principal’s office where they told her they would take him to his classroom.  She drove home and, after lunch, she went out to do some shopping and when she got in the car there was Neal, sitting quietly in the back seat.  From what Neal told her, it seems that someone from the principal’s office had not taken him to his classroom but had, instead, taken him into the hallway and pointed in its general direction.  Confused, perplexed, not knowing just where he was supposed to go, Neal had gone out the main entrance and walked straight home.  Fearful of the repercussions, instead of coming inside, he had taken refuge in the car’s backseat.

A Minor Touch Up

A local framer called me and asked if I wouldn’t mind stopping by his shop as he had a problem he thought I could help with.  It seems he had taken in a pastel portrait of a lady’s great-grandfather and, in cleaning it prior to re-framing, had managed to eradicate great-grandfather’s face.  He thought I was a psychic perhaps, who could summon up the old man and have him pose for me.  I told him that without something to go on, such as the original photograph used for the painting, he was out of luck.  Hesitatingly the framer called up the customer, and told her he needed a photograph for a minor touch-up.  All she had, though, was a photograph of a group of people, including the gentleman in question.  In this shot the man’s head was about three-quarters of an inch high.  I labored long and hard for a week to recreate the great-grandpa’s visage and finally felt I had it.  The framer quickly finished it up and gave it to the lady, who remarked that the minor touch up he had done had greatly improved the portrait.

Once A Sailor…

My mother was the family genealogist, so she was always up to date on the locations of our family members.  It was Mother who informed me that right there in Kenosha, Wisconsin lived a man named Hugh Jones, who was in fact a nephew of my grandfather, also named Hugh Jones.  Of course, she wasn’t just passing on information: she made it clear that it would be nice if I paid him a visit.  I had never met this Hugh Jones before, probably because he was closer to my father’s age than mine, and had left town before I was born.  I knew of him because, long after he was gone, a uniform, ukulele, and paper lei from his Navy days were stored in the attic where we played on rainy days.  We found his name and number in the phone book and called him up.  He seemed happy to hear from us and made arrangements for us to come for a visit.  On the appointed day and time, we drove over for our visit and were warmly welcomed with coffee and conversation.  I don’t really remember what was said, though, mainly because his shiny shoes mesmerized me.  It had been fifty years since he had left the Navy but he still felt it necessary to give them a brilliant spit shine.  I thought my training had been tough.  But when you can use your shoes for a shaving mirror, fifty years after the drill instructor has stopped screaming in your ear, you know that must have been a boot camp to remember.

Oh, Marie

Another name out of the past that turned up in Kenosha was Marie.  Her parents were close friends with my parents so, acting again at my mother’s request, we planned to reconnect with her as well.

But then I had second thoughts.  Marie had been a well-developed teenager who had rebelled against her parent’s supervision, and had moved in with her best friend’s family, the Hagadorns.  As luck would have it, the Hagadorns lived right across the street from us and had a pre-teen son, Eugene, who would inform us kids when Marie was getting ready to use their basement shower and we became Peeping Toms.  

We never did go to visit Marie in Kenosha.  Maybe it was because I was afraid that I would turn beet red when we met again remembering those basement showers, or maybe I just couldn’t bear to find out that those once perfectly round, youthfully firm, and ample breasts had, with the passage of time, become pendulous.  I preferred to live with the memory.

A Fond Goodbye

All things considered, I enjoyed my time at Carthage College.  Overall, the faculty and the students were laid back.  Whenever I found myself with no classes to teach during the summer, the school always managed to find me some way of earning extra money, such as working for buildings and grounds.  And they were also willing to allow me to continue to further my education, including giving me a year’s sabbatical to obtain my MFA.  So it was disappointing to hear the rumors of my imminent dismissal.  Word was that our globe-trotting president had attended a conference of ministers in some exotic locale (like Tennessee) and had there met an artistically inclined member of the cloth.  He had been so taken with this individual that he was considering him as the new Chairman of the Art Department.  I had long since lost my fear of any of the Carthage administrators, so I went right to the president and asked him about the veracity of these rumors.  There was nothing to the rumor, he said.  As long as the college had an Art Department, he promised, I would head it.  

Upon returning from a sabbatical at the University of Wisconsin, where I received my MFA, I was immediately called into the new head Dean’s office.  He informed me that his first assignment, given to him from on high, was to uncover sufficient dirt on me so as to facilitate my dismissal.  To that end, he had already met with every other member of the faculty, none of whom had anything bad to say about me.  Nevertheless, as the president was intent on hiring a certain minister-artist, the Dean told me it would be in my best interest to immediately begin a job search.  

Of course I was perturbed by this sudden turn of events, and the president’s prevarications, but I must admit that in my last few years at Carthage I had begun to realize that it might be best, for a variety of reasons, to find a position that paid much better.  I was never going to be able to send my children to college on what Carthage was paying me, whereas a State College or University would offer better pay and benefits all around.

My search was going nowhere, though, when out of the blue I heard from a former student of mine, Bill Kern, who was then head of the art department at Broward Community College in Florida.  Bill gave me the news that an upper division university was about to open in Boca Raton, Florida, and that it was expected that the head of Miami-Dade Junior College’s art department would head their new art department.  The gist of the news was that Miami-Dade had an opening, so I made an application, only to be told that they hoped to fill the position from within their own ranks.  I was offered an adjunct position, but as it offered too little security I had to decline.

It was then that my wife Mary suggested I apply for a job at the new university in Boca Raton.  I didn’t think I had much of a chance, but I sent in an application anyway.  I didn’t realize it at the time, but I had more going for me than I realized.  Bill Kern wrote a strong letter of recommendation, as did a former teacher of mine from Beloit College, Clayton Charles, who just happened to be the head of the Art Department at the University of Miami.  Clayton actually had six of his graduate students applying for the same job, but I was the only one he formally recommended.  Those two letters, from high-ranking members of the academic community in Florida, made a strong impression.  I also benefited from the work of a student photographer in Kenosha, who made high-quality slides of my work, all of which I sent off to the new department head at what was to be called, Florida Atlantic University.  Dr. Doyon, who was leaving Miami-Dade for Florida Atlantic, arranged for those students of his who planned to switch to the new school to gather in a theatre and review the slides from every applicant.  He told them to pick the artist that they wanted to be their future instructor.  To be honest, Abstract Expressionism was in vogue at that time, and since I painted in that style that may have been part of the reason that I was selected by the students over the other 100 applicants.  I had the job locked up before I had even interviewed.  I owe a great deal of thanks to my wife, Clayton Charles, and Bill Kern, who insisted I apply, and to Mrs. Rutke back in Pocatello, Idaho, who taught me how to be persistent.  This was probably one of the few times that an instructor was hired by his prospective students.

Chapter 16: Life in the Sunshine

Florida Atlantic University

If there were any time in my life that I would love to go back to and live again, it would be my first ten years at Florida Atlantic.  Not many people are given the opportunity of being on the “ground floor” at the opening of a new University.  I had the chance to establish the type of program I had always envisioned and select faculty that shared that vision.  

Because of financial restraints, I couldn’t hire older, established artists, but had to rely on recent MFA graduates.  This was a blessing in disguise, however, as I was able to choose from a very large pool of applicants, and to find artists whose talents and background closely matched the requirements for each faculty position.  And when it was difficult to decide between two candidates, I had the luxury of selecting the one who had the most innovative approach to teaching and were amenable to my methods.

The only other institution of higher learning in South Florida at the time was the University of Miami: the aptly named Hurricanes.  Tuition at this fine private institution, however, was often out of the reach of even the most qualified students.  The relatively reasonable tuition at State schools was just what the doctor ordered.  Many local residents had been waiting for years to go beyond their Junior College associate’s degrees, and when we opened for business we were blessed with the highest quality of students that I had ever seen.

I feel that you learn to paint by, surprise, painting!  Students in our program were required to produce at least two paintings per week.  My wife accurately described the process as “hot housing”, as we forced our students to grow.  Critiques were frequent, upbeat, and grades were realistic.  Our approach seemed to work and the quality of the paintings produced by our students was, I believe, the equal to any graduate school program in the state.  The proof was that our graduates were sought after by graduate programs across the nation, as their work ethic, knowledge, and quality of work made them an asset to any program.  We also had a large number of Vietnam War veterans in our programs, most of who were highly motivated and eager to learn.

It wasn’t always high tides and green grass, though.  The quality of our applicants and the work they produced seemed to diminish at times, but always came back strong.  This cycle of up and downs continued until my retirement in 1990.

Art Shows

There were only a few annual art shows in Florida in the mid-Sixties and we strongly encouraged our students to submit their work to them.  Oftentimes, paintings by our students comprised more than a third of all entries in a given year and received an equal proportion of prizes at these shows.

In the early days of the University, eager to promote our programs, they would also pay my expenses if I hauled student work to out-of-state art shows.  On one occasion, I took a van crammed full of student work to a show at the High Museum in Atlanta, Georgia, including a light box done by FAU student Lew Alquist that had flashing lights and sound accompaniment.  I came back to Atlanta to retrieve the work a day before the show concluded, hoping to get a chance to see the art exhibit before it was taken down.  I found Lew’s piece in an alcove, dark and silent.  I asked a guard sitting nearby why the piece wasn’t turned on, and he replied: “Those damn blinking lights and weird noises were driving me crazy, and I just couldn’t take it anymore!”

Because of the small number of art shows going on in Florida at that time, many FAU students and faculty did the outdoor, sidewalk art fair circuit.  There were usually at least a dozen of us with work at the major sidewalk events and we would often get together socially at the fairs.  Some of the students actually made a career out of these shows after graduation and did quite well with them.  When I would return from these shows, often in the wee hours, unloading my canvases at the old barracks the art department was housed in its early days, it was not unusual to find students still busy painting at 2 a.m..  The drive and work ethic of our students pushed many of them on to graduate school and landed them teaching positions at upper level institutions.  They were a source of pride to me, and to the institution, and a vindication of the approach that we had taken to teach art.

Pompano Nights

After a trip to the northern part of the state, I had come home late to the house we had rented at Pompano Beach when we first arrived in Florida and, as it was a very hot evening (and we had no air-conditioning) I shed all my clothes and jumped right into bed.  I was sound asleep when, around 2 a.m., Mary shook me awoke to tell me that someone was trying to break into the house through the sliding glass door in the living room.  I jumped out of bed, naked as the day I was born, and ran into the living room to confront the intruder.  At first I thought I was looking into a mirror, because there in the glass was the image of another naked man holding a cane that he was using to tap on the slider.  Seeing that he was otherwise, unarmed, I cracked open the door to see what, if anything, he had to say for himself.  He shoved his cane through the opening, and blurted out, “Let me in, I can help you.”  “Go away,” I said and just then I noticed two ladies carrying flashlights, come into our backyard.  The poor guy, clearly suffering from dementia, had managed to escape from somewhere nearby and the ladies quickly escorted him back home.

On another night in Pompano, Mary and I were returning from visiting friends during a driving rainstorm when, just before we could pull into our driveway, one of the front wheels of my station wagon broke off.  As it was impossible to get a tow truck in the middle of the night during a downpour, I left the car in the street and went to bed.  An hour later, I answered a knock on the door and was greeted by a policeman who informed me that if I didn’t remove the vehicle from the street I would be responsible for any accidents that took place.  A minute or so later, before I could get back to sleep, a car came racing down the street, veered out of the way of my car, and tore up the lawn of the neighbor across the street.  Then another car followed and did the same.  It happened three more times with the same drivers, and then I got another knock on my door.  It was another neighbor who, somewhat apologetically, admitted that he had been the one that called the cops, not on me, but because one of the speeding drivers had requested he do so.  The full story turned out to be that the two drivers knew each other, very well, and were having a lover’s quarrel.

The next morning a tow truck came and, prior to hauling off my auto, the tow truck driver went to load the broken wheel into the back of the station wagon.  He went to open the back gate, which opened wide … and then fell to the ground.  Not only had I lost a night’s sleep, and the good will of my neighbors, but I ended up having to buy a new car as well.  

Private Students

I was teaching a half dozen students in a private class, when an elderly woman joined the group.  She told me she had always painted from a subject, so I tried to push her into working more from her imagination, and in the process discovered that she was a natural primitive.  This new direction excited her and she turned out a large number of works in a primitive style over a fairly short time.  One work in particular was based on time she had spent in Mexico years earlier, besides the lush foliage she also included elephants, giraffes, and even a rhinoceros.  The bottom portion of the painting was not as lively as the rest, so I suggested that she might include a pond with a few alligators.  She listened politely to my suggestions and then asked incredulously, “You mean to tell me they have alligators in Mexico?”

She had sent a number of her primitive pieces to a niece living in the Washington D.C. area, who had in turn shown them to a gallery owner who flipped over them.  He offered to buy any and all that she could produce, but she declined the offer saying that, at eighty-nine, she was too old to get involved in something new, and that she didn’t think that the work was all that special.

Another of my private students was struggling to master the basics of painting, was getting nowhere, and I felt guilty for taking her money.  Her name was Olga Kaltenborn and she signed her finished paintings with the initials “O.K.”  One day I good-naturedly chided her for stealing the initials of the well-known European artist, Oskar Kokoschka.  “Oh, do you know Oskar?” she replied.  “I studied with him in Europe for six years.” Hearing that a painter of Oskars’ stature had taken her money, I felt I could do no less.

The Visionary Painter

I had a student in a painting class by the name of Brandon, who would regularly approach me and announce, “I have a great idea for a painting!” He would then describe his idea in detail, from the floral arrangement in the upper left corner, “But I haven’t decided between peonies or roses”, to an image of a sculpture in the lower left, “perhaps a Bronze Chinese horseman”, to the right side where there may or not be a pastel floral pattern, or maybe something else.  “What do you think?” he would ask, after finishing his description.  “Brandon”, I would say, “you just did a painting in the air and, to be honest, I am having a hard time visualizing it.  Why don’t you actually put something on canvas so that we have a basis for discussion.” I tried not to sound too frustrated with him, but it was hard when, the next week he’d have nothing tangible to show me.  “I’ve been giving it some thought,” he would say, “so forget the bronze horsemen, and imagine a box of candy instead.  Now what do you think?”

Brandon went on to teach art for children in elementary school for ten years, until members of his fifth-grade class beat him up, perhaps tired of his indecision.  His art education career ended then and there.  I got this information from the (bronze Chinese) horse’s mouth when I ran into him at the mall.  He said he was considering a different career, either training to become a bicycle repairman or a plumber, and he asked me, “What do you think?”

Demonstrations

I had been experimenting with acrylic paints for a year or so, when I read of a demonstration of the versatility of this medium that was going to be taking place in Miami.  I attended the demonstration but learned nothing, largely because the artist, hired to show the versatility of acrylics, worked with his back to the crowd, blocking any view of what he was doing.  It was like a carney act, with a master of ceremonies (a representative of the Grumbacher company, which sponsored the demo) describing what we weren’t witnessing, but with no way of verifying what was actually going on.

Frustrated, and believing I could do a better job, I wrote the Grumbacher Company and told them how I taught art students using an overhead mirror so they could see what I was doing, while telling the students exactly what I was doing and why.  They flew me to New York City, at their expense, where I spent a week learning about their products and demonstrating my teaching techniques.  Before I left, I had been hired to promote their products in Florida and to be paid $150 per demonstration.  I performed these demos many weekends for three years.

Working the Crowd

On one occasion, I showed up for a demonstration only to find that the person who was supposed to unlock the door to the studio had not.  I had driven quite a distance and would not be paid unless I “performed”, so I set up my easel under a street light and had the audience sit on the lawn.

As I was never quite sure what the accommodations would be for my demonstrations, I always brought a variety of just-in-case items, including a thick stack of old newspapers to spread over carpeted floors.  I was giving a demonstration where the newspapers were not needed and I had them stacked at the end of my table next to a folding chair.  An elderly gentleman, who was not interested in my presentation, eventually sat down in the chair facing the audience, and began to read the newspapers.  I started to engage him in conversation, asking for example, how AT&T was doing in the stock market, and he played along, reporting the answers to the members of my audience.  I asked about the weather, the editorial section, the funny pages, and anything else I could think of, and the audience found all of it hugely entertaining.

One weekend, I was putting on a demonstration in an area called Lehigh Acres and at its conclusion a woman approached me and asked if she could buy the painting I had been working on.  I told her that, as the company paid for my time and materials, the painting was hers at no cost.  She left happy but returned a few moments later concerned that the painting wasn’t signed.  I jokingly suggested that I always got $10 for my signature and, before I could stop her, she handed me a ten spot.  A few months later, I was doing another demo in a nearby town and there she was again, waving a ten-dollar bill at me.  It was three years before I got back to Lehigh Acres again, but this time the lady president of the art club, aware of my past sales, strongly suggested that I allow someone else the opportunity to purchase my work when the demonstration had concluded.  It was an awkward situation; especially considering my patron was once again sitting there in the front row.  I didn’t know how I was going to resolve the situation when I noticed my patron nudge her friend in the next seat, who pulled the $10 purchase price from her purse.

Shortly after that, I got a request from the warden at the stockade in Belle Glade to do a demonstration for the prisoners at that facility.  Believing that it might be a good opportunity for PR for Grumbacher, I accepted.  The demonstration went well enough, but Grumbacher didn’t follow up on the PR angle, refused my request for a dozen starter sets to give to the prisoners, and I ended up donating all of the brushes and paints that I had brought with me.  I wasn’t about to argue with “lifers.“

I had a student by the name of Stefanow, who went on to graduate school and eventually taught at the University of Kansas.  Stefanow’s father was from the “old country,” and he venerated educators.  As I was his son’s University Professor, he held me in high regard.  Years later, I was assigned to do a demonstration at New Smyrna Beach and, as I parked and began to unload, Mr. Stefanow approached me.  He was delighted that I remembered him and he walked me over to his car and introduced me to his young Wahine wife, who was holding their new baby.  After his first wife’s death, he had moved to Hawaii and had only recently returned to Florida.  As I was setting up at New Smyrna art guild, I started to joke with four ladies in the front row, telling them to go home and get their umbrellas as I got a little wild when I painted.  The banter went back and forth and when I began my demonstration I introduced these ladies, referring to them as the Women’s Auxiliary of the Home for Wayward Men.  Pretty soon it was more of a stand-up comedy routine than an art demonstration.  Mr. Stefanow, however, seated at the back of the room, thought everyone was laughing at, not with, me.  He stood up and loudly shouted, “I want the laughing to stop, now!  Mr. Dorst is the Picasso of Florida, and deserves your respect.”

Madeline Rehiser was a former student, and the sole supporter of an ailing husband, mother, and several dogs.  She managed all this by teaching five adult painting classes for the city of Stuart and driving an old van that was half art supply store, half rolling kennel.  I gave a demo for one her classes and she invited the members of all five of her groups to attend.  She requested another and when she requested a third I had pretty much run out of material.  I had been experimenting with stamping, instead of painting with a brush, so in preparation for this third class I cut a number of cellulose sponges into flower and leaf shapes, then glued them to firm boards.  When the demonstration began, I spread paint on my palette and, after dipping the sponges in the paint, stamped madly away on a 30 by 40 inch canvas.  Once a sponge was loaded I could do five leaves before having to reload.  The work went fast and in a half hour the painting was finished.  I was astonished by the result and actually proud of the painting.  As I had another half hour to fill, I did a second stamp painting that, in my opinion, was even better than the first.  I eventually added this technique to my repertoire.  Three weeks later, Madeline called me to complain that I had, in her words, “created a Frankenstein.” She lamented that she had lost control of her students, they wouldn’t follow her lessons: all they wanted to do now was make stamped florals.  

I was going to do the Winter Park Outdoor Art Show and, to defray the expenses of hauling my work there, I lined up a demo for the previous Friday evening.  My explanation of the advantages of acrylics was, if I say so myself, quite thorough, but there was a gentleman in the audience who pestered me for more information.  His insistence annoyed the rest of the audience who began to shout him down.  The next day I was seated at my display on the streets of Winter Park when the judge showed up.  Of course, it was the same gentleman who had questioned me the night before.  His name was Rupert Hughes, a nationally known author.  He gave me a subtle nod of recognition and then passed by my art without giving it a look.

My relationship with Grumbacher ended after a two-day demonstration just before Christmas at a shopping mall in Tampa.  The mall, as you would expect given the season, was crowded with customers.  An easel and chairs had been set up for me, right in the middle of the seasonal madness, so it was difficult to make myself heard.  As the primary reason for their presence at the mall was to shop, most of those who stopped to watch and try to listen, stayed only a short time before continuing their shopping.  Hundreds, if not a thousand, people caught part of my two days of demonstrations, though I would have preferred a quieter location, with a more attentive audience.  I remarked on all of this in a note accompanying my bill for the demonstrations and quite honestly expected to be complimented for my tenacity.  The company, however, did not see it my way.  In fact in a letter that included their refusal to pay for these demonstrations, they stated that I should have left as soon as I saw the set up.  That severed our relationship.  

A few years later, Winsor & Newton came out with Alkyd paints and I was asked to demonstrate for them.  I did so but it was a tough sell as these paints had not been perfected: some colors refused to leave the tube and some came out stringy.  At one demonstration, a representative of Robert Rauschenburg confronted me with a bill for $300 worth of Alkyd paints he had purchased and found lacking.  I directed them back to the company.  Winsor and Newton never solved all of the problems of the Alkyd paints and a little while later they were taken off the market.

Playing the Tycoon

Mary and I had spent most our adult lives scrambling just to keep our heads above water but, when we moved to Florida, we were finally able to put a few bucks away.  When I had $5,000 in savings, I went in search of a place to invest and, as luck would have it, soon met this charming fellow at a business expo who was looking for funds to expand his water softener tank rental business.  He told me his hope was to only take out enough money from the business to live on, and to put everything else right back into the business.  I already knew his wife, a fellow artist, and felt they were upstanding citizens, so I thought I had stumbled onto the perfect investment.  The payoff was supposed to come after three years, at which time the profits would be divided in proportion to each individual’s investment.  I also received quarterly reports and, on paper at least, things looked good.  Unfortunately, the reports were doctored and my money had actually been used to feed the owner’s gambling addiction.  When the stuff hit the fan there was very little left and Sta-Rite, a pump manufacturer who was the biggest debtor, sucked up all the remaining cash.

It took me quite a while to get up enough courage to reveal all this to Mary.  It was like a scene from I Love Lucy: I had something I had to tell her and she had something she had to tell me.  I let her go first.  It seems that she had invested in Sta-Rite and their stock had split, earning her $5000.  

My next investment was what they call “a sure thing.”  John Whitmore wanted to replicate his successful “Ring Around New York” news service in Florida.  During World War II, that service had provided radio stations around New York State with the latest war news, saving them the high cost of ferreting out the news on their own, and giving their listeners the information they were most interested in.  I met with a group of his investors, several of whom who had poured a million into the venture, and was convinced that although I could only add a paltry $3000, I couldn’t fail.  For a while it was exciting: despite being a minor investor, I was treated with the same respect as the big boys, consulted at every step in the process.  But it had been twenty-five years since the success of the “Ring,” and the world, and technology, had changed dramatically in that time.  We were trying to sell an archaic concept and no one was buying.  “The Ring Around Florida” never materialized and my paltry $3000 went down the drain.  

Several less than reassuring sayings came to mind on this occasion.  One was the old German adage, “Too Soon Old, Too Late Smart.”  The other, attributed to Abraham Lincoln, was that “Only a Fool Makes the Same Mistake Twice.” Regardless, with two strikes on me I was determined to stop buying into other’s dreams and, if I ever invested again, I’d invest in my own.  Ever since I adopted that philosophy, my financial batting average has been on the rise.

The Visitors

We were finishing dinner one evening when a cab pulled into the driveway and offloaded a young man and his suitcase.  I met him at the door and he introduced himself as a former student of mine from Kenosha.  He had come to Florida, he boldly announced, to seek his fortune and, a little less boldly, wondered if he could sleep on our couch for a few days while he checked things out.  We reluctantly agreed and, naturally, those few days stretched into weeks.  He didn’t seem to be in much of a hurry to find that fortune of his, so I offered to haul him around to speed things up.  I was able to ascertain that his work experience was mainly confined to short stints as a stock room clerk and as a produce department assistant in a grocery store.  I thought groceries would be his best shot so I took him to a store in Fort Lauderdale and did my best to make the case for him to the store manager.  I remember that, as I made the case for his employment, he stood behind me absentmindedly eating an unpaid-for banana.  As he was to report for work the following Monday, I then took him in search of lodging.  Again I did the talking while he played with the landlord’s cat.

On the way home, I stopped at a store to buy the ingredients for a celebratory meal and, on the way into the store, passed a table display advertising a free trip to Naples, Florida.  The promotion promised that a limo would pick you up and take you to the airport, fly you free to Naples where you would enjoy an informative tour of a future development and a short sales presentation covering the many wonderful lots available, followed by a dinner, an overnight stay, and the return flight - plus a camera!  All of it free, free, free!  Not since he had first shown up at our door and spoken of seeking his “fortune” had I seen this young man so energized.  I tried my best to enlighten him about these kinds of hustles, but despite my warnings he signed on.  The next morning, the limo’s horn sounded outside our home at about 5:30 a.m. and then I heard the front door close.  When he returned the next day, he was practically delirious with excitement.  He dropped onto the living room floor and unrolled a large map of the development he had visited in Naples.  He pointed out the locations of the three lots he had purchased and then repeated the sales pitch almost verbatim.  When I asked him how he had managed to purchase property, when he was broke and had been sleeping on our coach for the last three weeks, he said he had contacted his future wife up north and her father had actually advanced him the cash.  Not only that, but he also had calculated that his new job at the grocery store, the one I had obtained for him, would not pay him enough to cover the payments on even one of his three new lots, so he had taken the initiative and called his old boss and been promised his job back.  The next morning, with a song in my heart, I drove him to the bus terminal and sent him on his way.

Believe it or not, that was not the last surprise visitor that came knocking on our door.  A short while after the Kenosha Kid had departed, I answered another knock on the door and was confronted by three elderly people, one of who carried an ominous suitcase.  The one with luggage explained that she was an old friend of my mothers and was in town for a three-week visit.  The couple she had arrived with had been on the same bus trip to Florida and she had spent the last week living with them.  They were on Social Security, though, and couldn’t afford to put their new friend up for another day.  And, guess what, I turned her away.  Mary and I were both teaching and we had not the time, and certainly not the inclination, to entertain an uninvited guest - not again!  I honestly felt more sympathy for the elderly couple she had tricked into her giving a week’s free lodging.  After they had gone, I called my mother to explain our refusal, but she told me that I had made the right decision.  She had known the woman for many years and she had always been a freeloader, despite the fact that she could have easily afforded to pay her own way.  The little guilt I had been feeling went away with that news, and I vowed that in the future I would always look first and open the door later.

Janet’s Ride

My 300-pound plus secretary Janet had to drop her car off for repairs at a local garage, so I offered to pick her up and bring her back to the University.  She drove to the garage, I followed in my van, but when she had finished with the paperwork and went to get in my van we ran into a problem.  Try as she might, she couldn’t lift herself up high enough to get into the passenger seat.  We tried the side door, but ran into the same problem.  Finally, we figured out that, if she sat on the floor with her feet in the door well, I could get the door shut.  We drove back to the University with Janet sitting down low, peering out the side window.  Looking at her through that window with only the top of her face visible, she bore a striking resemblance to the Kilroy was Here drawings that were everywhere during World War II.  All the way back she kept saying, “I’ll bet you’re going to tell everyone about this, aren’t you?” I replied, “Yes”, and so I did.

Central American Travels

Other than my 2-year, all-expense-paid tour of the Pacific islands and a two week trip Mary and I had taken to Guatemala and El Salvador, I had never been outside of the United States.  I’ve always had the desire to visit foreign countries, but circumstances had forced me to place my wishes on hold.  After moving to Florida, our financial situation improved and I was able to take time from my teaching job and realize my dream of visiting other lands.  What follows are excerpts from some of these trips.  Mary, however, had been able to take a few trips to Greece and Japan on art tours and was anxious to revisit these countries along with me.

I had cared for the children while Mary was at Summer School and, as a reward, she had arranged for me to take a trip to Belize.  We had stopped over there briefly on our trip to Guatemala and El Salvador and I had expressed a strong desire to go back for a lengthier visit.

I flew in to the country and had a cab take me to my hotel, a converted home in Belize City.  I had no specific itinerary, so on the first night I sat on the hotel porch enjoying a rum and coke when Tom and Liz Reed joined me.  They were fellow Americans, and of the same generation, so conversation came easy.  Their plan for the next few days was to rent a Land Rover and drive to scenic Punta Gorda, on the southern tip of the country, and I accepted an invitation to join them.  Another young gentlemen that they had met earlier rounded out our team and we headed out for Punta Gorda early the next day.  The first challenge we confronted were the roads themselves, which were primitive to begin with but had recently been ravaged by torrential rains and logging operations.  Massive logs, some six feet in diameter, lined most of the roads.  We had a map, but it was of little use as there were no signs and all the roads looked alike.  We held a conference at every intersection, trying to stay on the road most traveled, but in the end we were navigating using the your-guess-is-as-good-as-mine approach.  As darkness descended, we had to admit we were lost but we were too far-gone to turn back.  The young man couldn’t drive at all and Tom and Liz could not drive at night, so it fell to me to take the wheel for what turned out to be another six hours of driving.  Amazingly, we managed to make it to Punta Gorda sometime after midnight.  We woke up a man who had a few rooms for rent behind a tavern and were soon fast asleep.

We woke to a scene right out of a Gauguin painting.  Dogs and pigs roamed the village.  Fishermen were returning from the sea, their little tin boats overflowing with strings of fish, which were then thrown over the handlebars of bicycles and pedaled homeward.  Palm trees and general stores run by ethnic Chinese completed the scene.

After taking in the scenery of the seaside village, we drove into the mountains, intending to visit a famous ruin.  Before we got to the ruins, though, we came upon a group of Mayan Indians who were conducting an ancient religious ceremony.  I had read that they were camera shy and not to be photographed.  The young man in our party ignored my admonitions, however, and recorded the ceremony with his movie camera.  He paid for the intrusion with a ten-dollar bill.

We headed back north with a stop in a place called Stann Creek Town.  Then we made a brief stopover in the new capital, Belmopan, which was being built from the ground up in the center of the country.  At that point only the administrative buildings and a hundred small, unoccupied houses had been built.  The government employees preferred to commute to Belize City, about thirty miles away, rather than live in the boonies.  After we got back to Belize City, I spent the remainder of my week exploring the town.  It wasn’t exactly Venice, but the most notable feature of Belize City was its canals.  Instead of being used for boat traffic, gondolas, and the like, Belize City’s canals were a combination of sewer system and trash disposal system.  Outhouses were built on stilts over the canals and residents and businesses threw much of their solid waste right into the canals as well.  Conveniently, twice a day the tides would carry the sewerage and the refuse out into the ocean.

Most of Belize City consisted of metal-roofed shacks, the exceptions were banks and other commercial businesses usually owned and operated by Englishmen.  As I understand it, the British owned most of the banks and all of the citrus, sugar, and lumbering industries.  Other than these foreign-dominated pockets, the country appeared very poor.  As I walked around the city I was approached over and over again by men looking for work, or people offering to sell me land at preposterously low prices, including 5 acres of a producing orange grove for $5000.  And yet, though the people were poor, there was a sense of excitement, a palpable energy on the streets, and the sense that opportunity, to borrow a phrase from America’s history, was just around the corner.  When I was in Belize there was also a very visible British military presence, and a belief that any moment the Guatemalan army was going to invade to take back what, oddly enough, had never really been theirs.

Murphy’s Law states that, “What ever can go wrong, will” and that about sums up my next visit to Belize in 1981.  Obviously, I had liked the country well enough to want to go back.  Its primitive qualities appealed to me.  Its lack of major, modern developments, mega-resorts, and few paved roads meant, at the very least, that you could stay for a while without taking out a second mortgage.  They were hungry for visitors of any kind: it felt nice to be wanted.  So I made plans for another trip to Belize, and convinced my brother Joe to come along with me.  He showed up in Florida bearing gifts: to be precise, two bright orange jump suits.  I guess he thought we were parachuting in.  That might have been a good idea, though, because due to my usual lack of planning I had scheduled the trip during the country’s independence observance from Great Britain.  We arrived in the middle of a weeklong celebration and there wasn’t a room available in all of Belize City.  Our cab driver finally remembered a storeowner who had a few rooms at the back of his shop that he occasionally rented out.  Simon Quan was the proprietor and the room was barely adequate.  Mrs. Quan was unhappy with our constant use of their phone and our brief stay was strained.  We put up with these accommodations for a few days while we made plans to escape Belize City.

We rented a Land Rover, stocked a Styrofoam cooler with beer and the cheap local rum (it sold for a dollar a quart and was offered in a variety of bottles that had recently held other liquors and liquids), and headed west.  We got as far as San Ignacio before we blew out two tires.  A native boy helped us locate a jack and a local filling station repaired the tires, we then headed back to Belize City to find more reliable transportation.  We found another Land Rover with better rubber but a suspect alternator, and headed west again, this time making it to our destination, a small city on the Guatemalan border called Benque Viejo Del Carmen.  Our celebration was short-lived, however, as we soon noticed that the town was all but deserted.  Almost every able-bodied resident had gone off to help pick oranges.  There was no support for the unemployed and if you wanted to eat you went where the work was.  It was a country of migratory workers, they just didn’t migrate that far.

Our next thought was to cross the border and explore a little bit of Guatemala, but a British army officer persuaded us against that.  As we drove away from “Benque” we noticed, for the first time, that British tanks and soldiers were dug in along the border, set to repel an invasion.

On the road back toward Belize City we caught sight of a pyramid on the crest of a mountain and decided to take a slight detour.  The ancient Mayan temple was called El Castillo and we probably noticed it because it had been rebuilt and whitewashed, so it reflected the sun’s light.  We had to have the Land Rover rafted across the Belize River and then drove it to the top of the mountain.  We climbed around the temple grounds for a while, ending up spending time with the caretaker.  He was a nice enough guy but obviously he was not paid very much to protect this historic structure.  In fact, he came right out and asked us if we could pay for one of his daughters to attend a church-run High School.  It seems a good-hearted American lady with deep pockets had done just that for one of his other children.  We felt for him.  The only advanced schooling in the country was out of reach for most people in Belize.  But, we told him, we had our own children and pockets that were not nearly as deep as he might imagine.  He consoled himself with a pack of our cookies that, as ants covered them, we were about to toss out.  He brushed off the ants and, I’m sure, took them home later that evening.  We couldn’t educate his children but at least we could furnish the night’s dessert.

The next stop on our itinerary was supposedly somewhere in the nearby Cayo region of Belize.  Hidden Valley Falls is, the guide books say, the largest waterfall in Central America, with water plummeting over 1500 feet.  But after we had driven for hours we concluded that Hidden Valley Falls was, if anything, too well hidden.  We turned back and found lodging in San Ignacio, even though the independence celebrations were still going on.  With a decent place to stay, we decided that it would be best to stay put, and we did so, enjoying the fireworks and dancing for the next few days.

On our way back to Belize City we turned south at the new capital, Belmopan, and picked up a hitchhiker on the road to Stann Creek Town, which I had visited on my last trip to Belize.  The hitchhiker’s name was Mike Scott, who after getting divorced back in Oregon, had migrated to Belize with his three kids and his mother.  He had purchased land on which he hoped to develop a truck farm, but at the moment he was squatting in an abandoned shack with glassless windows and no running water, and was barely getting by on income derived from a few beehives.  His mother was coping by not coping: she stayed wasted on rum in her room most of the time.  After he had shown us around his “spread,” we drove his son Neal into Stann Creek where he hoped there would be a money order waiting at the post office.  There wasn’t and as it was getting late, we took the boy to the minister’s house, where he stayed the night.  At the very least Neal, who was just ten years old, was learning how to take care of himself.  Everyone in Stann Creek seemed to know and liked the boy, greeting him by name everywhere we went.  We needed a few supplies but the town was closed down for the afternoon siesta.  Neal woke up the proprietor of a local store who then opened just for us.  

We then stayed at a nice resort hotel, which I noticed had its own grass landing strip.  It turns out, that was the norm in this part of the world, as during the rainy season the roads were even worse than they usually were.  Coincidentally, our hopes to get to the scenic fishing village that I remembered from my last trip, Punta Gorda, had to be cancelled because a storm had washed out most of the bridges on the route we would have taken.

We headed north, instead, stopping at the Mayan temple called Altun Ha, where the “Revenge” caught Joe halfway down the temple steps.  I then drove as gingerly as possible, all the way to Orange Walk Town, trying to keep Joe downwind from me at all times.

We stayed at a place called the Pirate’s Inn, where our overloaded Styrofoam ice chest disintegrated when we lifted it from the Rover.  We met a friendly young Brit who had just started a job with a sugar company.  Orange Walk Town was less than sixty miles from the Mexican border, so the three of us decided it would be nice to make the trip together.  We couldn’t take our rental car out of the country, so we let the young Brit drive.  I know many Americans have a less than positive view of Mexico, but compared to Belize… Put it this way: as soon as you cross the border from Belize to Mexico, the streets are suddenly paved, the bars have neon signs, and the stores have everything and anything you could find in Miami Beach.  It was a nice respite from primitive Belize.

We didn’t stay long and when we got back we discovered that the faulty alternator on our Land Rover hadn’t recharged the car’s battery.  The proprietor of the Pirate’s Inn came up with the bright idea of attaching a rope to the back door and pulling us to a running start, but all he managed to do was tear the door off its hinges (a $200 addition to the rental charges, as it turned out).

After settling with the rental agency we didn’t stay long in Belize City, but took a small plane to Ambergris Cay, a popular spot for American sports fishermen.  The next morning, we took a glass-bottomed boat out past the reef and saw hundreds of bright, colorful fish and a Jewfish more than ten feet long.  In the midst of our boat trip we were approached by another boat, a remarkable piece of work that had been hammered out of a big piece of tin and was just large enough for one occupant.  The tin boat’s occupant was our boat captain’s ten-year old son. As soon as the tin boat arrived, our captain leaped over the side of the boat and, a moment later, came up holding on to two enormous lobsters.  A second dive brought up two more.  It wasn’t as if we were getting any sort of special treatment either.  Whether it was native fruit, fish, or lobster, local food was cheap and plentiful.  If it had to be imported from England, or elsewhere, it cost about three times what it would cost for the same thing in the States.  

Another, less colorful, creature that we were surprised to find in Belize was the black-suited Mennonite.  Mennonites had a lock on the fruits and vegetables business in Belize.  On the cays, though, even they let their hair down.  I was surprised to see Mennonites on the Cay drinking beer.  But I guess they felt they could relax being out of town, and out of sight of their elders, even if they were only twenty miles from the mainland.

Back in Belize City, one of our last adventures before leaving the country was breakfast at Mary’s.  Mary had not started her restaurant by choice but, instead, out of necessity.  She had been stranded in Belize City, for reasons she preferred not to mention, and had resorted to the one skill she possessed, cooking.  As it turned out, she was offering something that was not available anywhere else in the city: straightforward, family style, American food.

We went to Mary’s for breakfast and as soon as we were seated gave our order to an excitable waitress, who scribbled it all down on her pad.  Half an hour later, another waitress came by to take our order and we politely informed her that we had already ordered, pointing out the woman we had spoken with earlier.  “Oh” she said, “she’s a loonie.  She doesn’t work here.” As we ate our breakfast we watched the loonie go table-to-table, gathering up napkins, before retiring to the ladies room.  She may not have worked there, but it sure looked like she lived there.

El Salvador

Neither my wife Mary nor I recognize class distinctions.  When we travel we are as likely to take our cab driver to dinner, as the Prime Minister.  Actually, considering that we don’t know any Prime Ministers, the cab driver is decidedly a more likely dinner companion.  Take the case of Rudy in El Salvador.  Rudy was our tour guide and driver on an earlier group tour of the area.  We became friendly and, when he heard that I was interested in seeing more of that part of the world, he gave me a standing invitation to come back and promised I could take any of the excursions that he was making for free.  I took him up on the offer when I returned to El Salvador.  I was really interested in seeing the backcountry, so I joined a group of ladies that were headed to the western part of the country on one of Rudy’s tours.  It was a nice enough excursion but, after a pleasant lunch, I announced that I planned to leave the group and use local transportation to travel to the Pacific coast, before returning to our starting point in San Salvador.  The ladies were aghast, sure that I would never be heard from again, and they were almost right.  I took a bus to the next major town, about 40 miles west, arriving just in time to see a machete fight.  A local drunk had been challenging all comers and those that took him up on the challenge got in their licks.  Bruised and bloodied, he was finally led away to the local clinic.  I stopped in at a small store for a soda and overheard English being spoken.  It was coming from two young men dressed in white shirts and ties, which turned out to be Mormon missionaries.  One was joyful, as he was about to head back to the States, but the other was his replacement who, looking around at the conditions of the local people, seemed ready to forsake his religion and climb into my luggage for a quick return home.  To ease the transition, I took the two out for a steak dinner.

The conversation was fascinating, as the veteran missionary told of a year spent converting the locals and how, most of the time, the conversions didn’t take.  Most went back to Catholicism or their native religion.  In fact, on the bus drive to the restaurant, he pointed out the backsliders, just about everyone on the bus!  Another duty of the missionaries was to visit the prisons, bringing the word of God and Joseph Smith.  The average prisoner served his time under very difficult conditions: given no more than a double handful of rice and beans per day, sleeping on a pallet, with no blankets at night unless they had brought them in themselves.

I bid goodbye to my new Mormon friends the following day and got back on the road to the Pacific.  There were probably some interesting things to see on the way, but I couldn’t see them through the dust.  The buses all lacked air-conditioning, so they kept the windows wide open.  That meant that the dust kicked up by the wheels was sucked inside, adding a lovely light brown coating to everyone and everything.  I actually made it the Pacific, took a tour, and then turned right around headed back to San Salvador.  The first bus I boarded broke down and we were stranded on the side of the road, waiting for other company buses to come by.  They did, fairly frequently, but each was so packed that they could only take a few additional passengers at a time.  When there were about a dozen of us left, hunger overtook us and I flagged down a truck and paid for four ripe watermelons, which were immediately and entirely sacrificed to the Mayan God of Public Transportation.  Shortly thereafter, another bus arrived and there were seats for all, at first.  The bus kept stopping to pick up other people, including a grandmother carrying a small child in her shawl.  After a few miles, my Christian upbringing got the best of me and I rose and offered the seat to the grandmother and hung from a strap for the rest of the trip.  This brought look of disbelief from the other passengers.  When I finally disembarked near my hotel, the other passengers broke out in applause.  It wasn’t just me they were applauding; it was the sight of a gringo who had shared their hardship for a day without ranting, raving, or making an ass of himself.

To Mexico with Neal

When my daughter Sherry graduated from High School, we sent her to England with a student study group.  When Neal graduated, he and I took a three-week trip to Mexico.  

We flew into Mexico City and spent a day visiting their National Weather Service because of Neal’s interest in meteorology.  The Director gave us a personal tour of the facility and graciously answered all of Neal’s questions.  We then boarded a bus for San Miguel de Allende, where one of my faculty was teaching for the summer.  There were two major arts schools in San Miguel and both were filled with Americans.  It was July 4th so they were having a celebration of American Independence Day and we were invited to the cookout.  They did their best to emulate an American cookout, but fell a bit short.  They had a galvanized can filled with a kind of salad but to kill the germs they had covered it with a watered-down chlorine: it tasted like a swimming pool.  They offered grilled beef too, but they would have been better off using it to make shoes, or repair tires: it was that tough.

San Miguel had a very large, covered marketplace, where you could easily spend the whole day browsing.  At the entrance was a blind guitar player singing in a distinctive, gravelly voice.  A few days later, we passed the same marketplace in a driving rain and, at the entrance, there was a sheet of plastic from which was emanating the muffled chords from a guitar and the same gravelly voice.

San Miguel was full of Americans who had taken up permanent residence, and it was not hard to understand why.  For the same amount that you would have to pay for a house and a car in the States, in Mexico you could have a large home tended by your own gardener and cook, two cars, and still have enough left over to dine out every night on the local shoe leather.

We took a few other excursions while in Mexico.  The nearby town of Taxco was very picturesque, with rolling hills and dozens of silversmiths who would handcraft jewelry from your design in no more than a day.  I hoped to paint some of the scenes when I returned to my studio, so I took dozens of photographs.  Guadalajara was our next stop, though you’d swear you were in Haight Ashbury for all the hippies that filled the streets and the cafes.  Most professed to be students, but they didn’t seem to do much studying.  I wanted to see the Pacific again, so our last excursion was to Playa Azul, a small village on the ocean that only Mexicans seemed to know about.  Our motel was on the beach, which was fortunate because its pool was black with algae.  We swam in the ocean and found decent meals up the beach about a mile, at a resort hotel.  I could have spent another week or two there as we were the only gringos in town, but our time was up and we returned to Mexico City.

I think Neal enjoyed himself despite the fact that he was a finicky eater, and we couldn’t always find food that he would eat.  Even if we found something that sounded as if it appealed to him, it was often lost in the translation.  At one restaurant he ordered a steak and was asked if he wanted it English style.  When he said yes, the meat that finally appeared was covered in creamed peas.  At the National Museum of Archeology in Mexico City he thought he was ordering a hamburger, but what showed up was cheesecake.  Desperately hungry he dove in, and was surprised to find out he liked it.

Sanitation was also a problem, especially in the smaller villages.  I recall eating at one hilltop restaurant where you had to keep one hand free to shoo the flies away from your food, and the other had to be pretty quick too.

Back in Mexico City preparing for our flight home, we found we could buy all the souvenirs we wanted from an outlet in the city that featured native crafts.  Every American city should follow suit!

Travels with Mary

My wife is a great person to travel with as, once our itinerary is set, she heads to the library and thoroughly researches every aspect of our destination.  This allows her to be able to correct any tour guides or bus drivers who become lax in their presentations, though her help is not always appreciated.  But having someone along with you who takes the time to memorize the name of the street your hotel is on when you’re visiting, for example, Portugal can be a real life-saver, especially if you, like me.  don’t even realize you’re in Portugal at the time.  I remember a time in Lisbon when we were walking down a city street, Mary a few steps behind me, when a hustler approached me.  He sidled up next to me, matching me stride for stride, and pulled up his coat sleeve to reveal an arm covered with wristwatches.  He stayed with me for over a block, keeping up a constant patter, undeterred by my pidgin Portuguese.  “No interesante,” I kept repeating.  Mary was however, a bit more assertive.  Sensing my discomfort she began yelling, “Leave him alone!”, over and over, getting louder each time.  Finally, she had had enough and she wound up and swung her arm in a wide, overhead arc and landed a direct hit on the man’s shoulder with her purse.  That ended the pursuit, which was too bad, as I had just started to show an interest in the “authentic” Rolex that I had glimpsed somewhere on his arm-long display.

Mary’s research really paid off on a trip to Japan, which we had in part undertaken to gather material for Mary’s Master’s thesis on “Handmade Paper for the Artist.” We were part of a tour group whose original intent was to visit every shrine and temple in the country but, after a while, even the most enthusiastic members of the group began to lose interest in that itinerary.  Fortunately, Mary had detailed lists of traditional craftsmen, including pottery makers, stencillers, and paper makers.  We went at first on our own, but soon some of the other members of our tour began to tag along.  At a store which featured handmade, artisan quality versions of traditional household items like brooms and garden tools, Mary was trying to bargain with the a salesperson when a Japanese man who spoke perfect English stepped into help.  Mr. Chin was his name and he told us he had migrated to the US as a young man and worked as a gardener in Washington State.  After he retired, he moved back to Japan and purchased a large home with a lovely pond and garden.  We took a cab to his home, which had a first floor furnished with traditional American furniture, such as an overstuffed couch and a bowling trophy in the alcove.  The second floor was, however, Japanese in style and furnishings.  Mr. Chin tried to entertain us in what he remembered as American style.  He dug up an ancient box of chocolates that had whitened with age and produced a bottle of Johnny Walker Red.  There were a few of the women in our group that would have enjoyed a snort but Mr. Chin intended his aged liquor for men alone, which meant he and I.  He didn’t have a shot glass, so he filled up a water glass and the rest of the evening went by in a blur.  Mary reminded me later that we had a tour of his garden, where Mrs. Chin made it clear that she wished she were back in the States with her children and grandchildren.  Picking up a pair of Mr. Chin’s garden sheers, she mimed cutting his throat.  Also notable from the garden tour was the traditional Japanese symbol of fertility, a badger.  To make sure no one missed its symbolic meaning, Mr. Chin’s pottery badger could barely sit down, burdened as it was by enormous pottery gonads.  Finally, with the Johnny Walker running low and every square inch of the house and grounds having been covered, Mr. Chin called his personal cab, which took us back to our hotel.

We exchanged Christmas cards with Mr. Chin for many years, until his cards stopped coming.  We assumed that he had passed away and that Mrs. Chin had probably sold the Japanese house and all its furnishings, even the ball-sitting badger, then moved back to the US to be with her family in the States.

The courtesy of the Japanese was phenomenal.  For example, we were in a large department store where Mary was attempting to purchase some sea weed she had heard about.  The clerk, perplexed, summoned the manager who personally took us to the proper floor and found what Mary was seeking.  Our purchase was for all of 20 cents.  As one of the members of our group was frail, the hotel had the cab meet us on the rooftop garage so we wouldn’t have to fight the crowds on the street to hail a cab.  I had purchased some contemporary Japanese prints at a gallery far from the hotel.  The proprietor’s daughter walked us eight blocks to a bus stop and wrote out directions for the driver on where we were to be let off.

I witnessed but one incident that was less than pleasant when a short Japanese gentleman, obviously an ex-soldier, stood in front of me and glared up at me with a look of disdain.  I ignored him and was thankful that my brother Hugh, who never forgave the Japanese, wasn’t standing in my place or the final conflict of World War II would have been fought on the streets of Tokyo.

A Visit to the Papermakers

We were picked up by one of Mary’s contacts and driven high into the mountains to pay a visit to a traditional paper maker.  As few tourists ever visited this area, our visit was as special for them as it was for us.  We were treated like royalty and had lunch with local dignitaries including the mayor.  They must have heard that Americans like bacon and eggs so our lunch was a variation on that theme.  Only the eggs had been fried the night before along with the closest thing to bacon they could find, pork chops, and both were served straight out of the refrigerator.  

We spent an entire day watching the paper makers at work and then were driven by the host’s wife to a bus depot where we had planned to hook back up with our tour group.  Maybe it was the bacon and egg lunch, or the sudden drop in altitude, but when we arrived at the depot I had to go, and quickly.  The bus depot was practically deserted, except for one tiny old lady whose diminutive stature was reduced ever further by a bad case of osteoporosis.  I had to lean way down to get in her face and, using a combination of Spanish and Japanese, inquire “Adonde es el Benjo?”  I like to mix up languages when traveling so that I can be misunderstood in more than one language at once.  Actually I thought that “Benjo” was the right term in this case: it was a phrase I had learned in the military that translated, I believed, as “rest room.”  I learned later that I was on the right track, sort of.  I gave that little lady a story that she could tell for years, about the time she was accosted by a ten-foot tall America who bent over and shouted, “shit house, shit house” in her face.

The Japanese are not the least bit inhibited when nature calls.  We saw buses parked along the side of the road while women squatted in the grass to one side and men did their business on the other.  One time we were standing on a street corner, waiting to cross, when three inebriated Japanese men came out of a tavern, stepped to the curb, unzipped and let fly into the gutter.  If you go to Japan, I suggest you are stay vigilant, be prepared to move at a moments notice, and perhaps outfit yourself with plastic leggings.  

Greece and Italy

As we had gifted our two oldest children with trips when they graduated from High School, we followed suit and took Robin, our youngest, on a tour of Greece and Italy.  Mary had been to Greece before, so before our departure, besides her usual intensive research she reconnected with a bus driver named George that she had met on her first visit.  

He was happy to see her back and helped shepherd us around the country in his cab, packed full with Mary, George, his wife, his two children, and me.  We visited wayside inns run by a buddies of his from the Second World War, seaside beaches frequented by the locals, and other sites off the beaten track.  This was most enjoyable and in contrast to the Greek islands we visited, which were shore-to-shore tourists.  We did, however, visit the Acropolis and other tourist sites that we also enjoyed.  After a week in Greece, we flew to Italy for the second leg of our trip.

In Italy, we stayed in the Mediterranean port city of Ostia, just west of Rome, which made it necessary to take a train into the city every day.  The train ride wasn’t too bad, but it usually got us to Rome just as most of the major attractions shut down for their midday siesta.  We’d then have three hours to kill before the museums and historical sites opened.  Our favorite way to pass time in Rome was to simply wander about, taking in the scenery, especially all of the elaborate and ornate fountains.  On a hot day in Rome there is nothing more pleasurable than getting a drink of ice cold water from a five hundred year old fountain.  The wealth of materials in the museums of Rome was far greater than I had ever imagined.  That was our only regret in choosing to stay in Ostia.  It seemed we never had enough time to explore before we had to rush back to make the last train for the coast.  

One other note about the trains between Rome and Ostia, unlike in the States, where the land in and around train tracks often is neglected, weed-covered and largely useless, the right of ways around the Italian train tracks were covered with hundreds of small gardens often featuring little shacks, all of it owned or at least claimed by Romans.  They’d flee the hot, crowded city for their little villas on the weekends.  They’d do a little weed and feed, socialize with the folks on the patch of dirt next door, and have their meals and a bottle of wine, in short, a mini-vacation away from the city’s bustle!  

If walking around the grand museums and fountains of Rome, followed by our train ride to Ostia, was the highlight of our trip to Italy, the low point was our attempt to, as they say, “do as the Romans do.”  Mary had the nice idea of spending our last full day in Rome using public transportation.  We had been taking cabs around the city to save time, though it was also quite expensive.  But for the last day Mary suggested we change all of our money over to Lira, and take buses everywhere we went.  Part of the idea was that the money we would save could go to purchase souvenirs and gifts for those we left behind.  So there we all were, trundling around the streets of Rome on a city bus with me hanging on to the overhead strap, when I felt a strange nudge in my back.  Instinctively, I felt for my billfold and discovered that we had finally met that most infamous of Romans, the pickpocket!  Now we were really doing as the Romans, existing on the few Lira we had stashed in our pockets.  All of the money we intended to spend on gifts was gone.  Up to that point, I had been forming quite a positive impression of Italy: the food, the laid-back attitude.  Now suddenly, I started to see the poverty, to feel the heat, to look more closely at the prices on the menu.  I noticed, for example, that though there were dozens of places where it was possible to change dollars into lira on the way in, that on the way out there didn’t seem to be any place where you could change your liras back to dollars (not that we had many to exchange).  Still, we made it back to Ostia and scraped together enough to get to the airport.

Chapter 17: Final Destination?

After twenty-five years of service, I finally retired from Florida Atlantic University in 1990.  I was able to hold onto my studio space at the University for another seven years while I taught at the Boca Raton Museum School.  After relinquishing my University space, I moved my private classes to a rented studio.  At the present I share that space with ten talented, attractive artists.  It’s still a joy to get up and go into the studio every morning.  Painting has kept my students and me active and alive, as we continue to pursue our artistic goals.

[image: image4.jpg]



Mary and I 

Epilog

Looking back, I have few regrets.  I’ve been able to follow my interests in art and remain an active painter.  Being a stubborn Dutchman, I’ve done things my way, which is to say, it hasn’t always been the right way and coping has become an intrinsic part of my existence.

Our marriage has survived for 59 years and the older we get, the more we rely on each other.  I’ve become her eyes and she my ears.  We’re presently looking for a seeing-eye dog with acute hearing to take over when one of us goes.

All three of our children graduated from college and one has attained a Master’s Degree.  Robin, our youngest daughter, was side tracked by marriage and children from becoming an architect, but has found success in the related field of city planning, which she practices for the City of Naples, Florida.  She’s level-headed, a rock of stability, and she and her husband Stu’s three daughters are our joy.

Our son Neal is like his father and grandfather, a workaholic.  He has a number of interests and a wide knowledge in each of them.  After a few years of uninspired jobs, he has realized the dream he held since age 10 and is a meteorologist working at the Hurricane Research Division in Miami.

Sherry, our eldest daughter, was married, divorced, and has a teenaged daughter of her own.  She, like her father, has spent her life chasing rainbows and has been a classical dancer, a bookkeeper, an actress, a custom knitter, a physical therapist, and is presently working in a grocery store to support herself and pursue a new interest working in tiles.  If pursuing a dream makes her happy, then that is what she should do.  After all, look where it’s taken me.
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