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A BIG BROTHER TO GROW UP WITH

He was my companion, protector, mentor, and he grew into an honest man.  His special role began with my earliest memory of three adults – my father, mother and maternal grandfather – eating supper and laughing at my plight.  I was supposed to be enjoying my first meal of liver.  I didn’t, and said so.  Mother filled our plates and we were expected to “clean them.”  She was nursing my younger sister and said she had to eat for two, and did.  She often forgot that I was not equipped for nursing a baby, and needed to eat only for one runty, three year old kid. 


Yes, I could be excused from the table when I emptied my plate.  Crying came easily and naturally for me, and I howled.  She compromised, so I could mouth a Mother-sized chunk of cow’s liver – all else was gone from my plate- and walk around the table or to the stove.  Actually, I was free to go anywhere in the big kitchen as I chewed on the liver until I could swallow the damn stuff.  Freedom usually comes with strings, so the crying, walking, chewing and laughing went on until I completed the lesson in plate emptying.  My brother, Lyman, was four.  He did not laugh, nor do I ever remember him laughing when I cried, which was often.


It was 1918 and we were living in the old Cable House, but within the year we moved upstairs above the Palmer Boys’ Ice Cream Parlor, which was on the Main Street in St. Croix Falls, Wisconsin.  Lyman and I were blessed by the move.  There was no yard to restrict out freedom.  Our playground was Main Street and a precipitous, rocky hillside that sloped down to the St. Croix River.  It was covered with a jungle growth of vines, nettles, shrubs and  scrubby trees. 


We found or created goat-like trails through and around the obstacles.  I was always a little scared, but Lyman’s dauntlessness kept me following him.  He seemed to know where he was, where he was going, and what he was doing.  He had a knack for seeing and solving problems.  That was comforting.  He had become my big brother.  Mother reminded him early and often of his big brotherness.  It took.


We discovered a stream that had been culverted under the main street.  It meandered and cascaded to the river.  Our exploration of this stream ended when we tried to penetrate the wall of lush green plants that grew out from its banks and bent together, screening out the sun and holding in the water cooled air.  Itchy welts were rising on our bare hides.  Mother identified our tormentors as nettles when we retreated to her.  She relieved our itch and also told us the gray, sticky mass we had dug from the creek bed was clay.  If we cared to bring more, she would bake marbles for us.  We found her to be quite a functional Mother in the kitchen, around the medicine cabinet, and at making marbles.  We later learned that she was about  twenty-three at the time and pregnant with her fourth baby.  Even more remarkable, we discovered she had lost her mother as a young child, and had acquired all this expertise while being raised by older sisters.  She did have the advantage of two years of high school.

Our first project was getting the marble clay.  We got cardboard boxes from Palmer’s Parlor and picked up sticks.  Flattened boxes gave us a nettle-proof floor and we beat down the nettles.  We gouged out clay and Mother baked pans of marbles which we shared with other street urchins.  Our gifts of lopsided marbles won us some acceptance as newcomers.


Living above the store was an adventure.  We climbed a flight of stairs off Main Street to go home.  The Palmer building was on the down hill side of  the street.  Our back stairs were three stories of zigzags down to the toilet in a shed behind the store.  The view from these stairs and our western windows was forever.  In the distance, Minnesota, with the St. Croix River forming the border.  The river was dammed and the powerhouse was lighted all night.  Tall towers carried wires away from the power house.  I can still hear the scream of a lineman seventy-five years ago who touched a hot wire and fell to his death.  My father, who was a licensed electrician and plumber, explained that the shock might have killed him before he hit the ground.  This seemed to comfort the somber adults who talked quietly about the accident.  It did not help me fall asleep that night, but Lyman’s rhythmic breathing did.  


Between our place and the river was this nearly impenetrable jungle, all ours to explore without supervision.  We slept easily and got up early for each day’s exciting adventure.  Mom was there when needed and kept the kid sister and brother, when he arrived, out of our hair.


I remember seeing Dad once when he stood grinning under a hunting cap while old wet Ruben, his retriever, dropped a Mallard drake on our pillowed heads to waken us from sound sleep.  I suspect Mother, who was in the back  ground suppressing laughter, was the instigator of this bizarre interruption.  


We slept together until Lyman left home.  His proximity probably reduced my inclinations toward nightmares.

A LESSON IN PRIVATE PROPERTY RIGHTS

One morning we discovered five Mallard ducks swimming in a quiet pool or eddy in our creek.  They greeted us and  I now realize they were looking for a barn yard handout of corn.  Lyman, with his practical bent, decided they belonged to us since we had found them, and we should take them home.  The ducks had congregated on the bank and seemed to have reached the same conclusion, probably pushed by hunger contractions.  Freedom without food wears thin.  Big brother led the way, the drakes behind him, then the hens, and I was a comfortable tail ender.  It was an orderly duck-toed informal march.  The ducks seemed relaxed as they visited and I did not feel excluded, even though I did not understand their language.


Lyman decided the shed behind the store would do as their home.  He quickly put together a temporary corral of empty boxes and left me in charge while he took off to seek help from the Big Woman upstairs.  The ducks greeted her  when she joined us, and she  readily sensed their hunger.  She enjoyed eating, preparing and serving food to suckling babies, children and adults, and saving scraps for fowl and animal handouts.  She suggested an enclosure be built.  Lyman went with her and returned with bread crusts, water and a hammer which she entrusted to him.  He was her “Big Boy.”


Grandpa stopped by for a look, the Palmer brothers wandered in, and a few others.  I sensed they enjoyed the project as a show.  I did, too.  We told of finding them.  I said they might be Easter ducks.  It was about that time.  Lyman was busy nailing old boards and boxes together.  He did not have access to a saw.  I assisted by looking for boards and holding them as he nailed.  There was no free lunch with Lyman;  to move projects along required my unskilled hands, too.  The enclosure was crude, but progressing.  The ducks relaxed in the nesting position, stuffed with stale bread as in roasting.  


About this time Mr. Katz popped in – news travels fast along Main Street in a small town.  He was a quick moving, small man who owned a live poultry market near Palmers.  He said the ducks were his and had escaped.  Lyman told him we had found them, but to no avail.  The ducks right to life and our finders rights had no defenders.  Mr. Katz left with a drake by the neck in each hand.  Lyman followed with two hens and I tagged along with a lone hen.  The ducks didn’t object, but I felt more comfortable when they were waddling up the hill under their own power.  It was exciting, but not worth the letdown.  I am not sure the lesson on property rights was driven home, still mighty confusing to us. 


Sometime after this, Lyman told me had heard Dad tell Mom that he had left a good axe in the wood shed at the Cable House when we moved, and would have to pick it up.  Lyman told me we could do that, but would have to sneak in and not get caught.  As a follower, I saw no problem with the approach.  We took off after breakfast which came early and was substantial at our house.  Our plans were not reported to Mom.  Lyman knew the way;  I did not.  Enroute, we stopped at Comer’s Blacksmith Shop.  I had never been there before.  Lyman had found it form the Old Cable House while I was still tied to Mother’s apron strings and he had been exploring alone.  I was overwhelmed.  Water hissed and vapor billowed upward when the blacksmith plunged red hot metal into an old wooden water barrel.  There were explosions of  sparks when he hammered heat softened metal on his anvil.  The sculpturing of this metal into horse shoes, wagon wheel rims, or whatever, was needing overhaul by the farmers who came in to talk, place and pick up orders, or just watch this artist.  Mr. Comer was a quiet man who had the dignity that accompanies pride in work and the self-respect that reciprocates respect from his clients.  We got to work the bellows and marvel at the sparks even I could make fly.  While I was being enthralled by this fairy land, I suspect Lyman had inventoried the tools and made elaborate mental notes of the processes of blacksmithing.  In fact, I can see him replacing Mr. Comer some day in his imagination.  In brief, he was studying the essence of blacksmithing, while I was savoring the smell of the place.


We went on to the Cable House.  It was an old rambler, set well back from the street on a large lot overgrown with shrubs and trees. Lyman went directly to the woodshed, recognized our axe, and delivered it to the Palmer Boy’s woodshed which we used.  I suppose a lesson could be drawn from this on repossessing personal property, but we had other things to do.

HIGH RISE CONSTRUCTION 

All plant life on our side hill had selected forbidding soil with little consideration for the need to sink roots.  There really wasn’t any soil, only decomposing rock that was looking for organic matter with which to compost.  Obviously, the place to find topsoil was in the runoffs enroute to the river.  A small tree was endeavoring to survive beside Palmer’s shed;  several trunks had not gotten far in reaching for the heavens.  Lyman decided it was a natural site for a tree house.  Construction got underway without delay, since we needed that house, he needed to build one, and I needed to be with him.  Things came together fast.  Lyman hammered floor supports to the tree trunks.  These were eyeballed “level” and boards were nailed to the supports.  There were a lot of near misses.  I was kept busy finding nails and boards.  It never gave way,  so must have been well engineered.  There was space between the boards, but we never fell through.  He declared it a tree house when the platform satisfied him.  The plans did not call for walls and a roof.  Lyman did tie a rope to a limb above the floor.  It dangled almost to the ground and helped us in ascents and made for a Tarzan-like descent.


Lyman tells me he happened to notice one day that I had wrapped or tied the rope around my neck and was hanging, my face was bluish and I was inert.  He scrambled down, went upstairs for a knife and cut the rope.  He said it took me quite awhile to get back into the swing of things.  I have no recollection of this incident, or whether it was reported to higher authorities.  I suspect he returned the butcher knife and said nothing.  He learned  early to keep his mouth shut.  I never did.

TRAIL RIGHTS

One morning I was alone on what I thought was one of our trails and got ambushed.  The attacker seemed about John Wayne’s size, and without warning or provocation, he jumped me.  My only defense was to run, since Lyman was not around, but that is difficult when someone is on top of you and pummeling your face.  He must have tired of my howls.  My condition improved and my nose stopped bleeding, but my feelings were badly mangled as I cried my why home to an interlude with Mother and her “only brown eyed son.”  A few gentle applications of a cool, damp wash cloth to my face, and a home made doughnut and glass of ice box cool milk restored me to the promise land.  She had the touch!  Her soft hands even unmingled my feelings!

 
Obviously, Lyman made note of this incident.  Within the week we were on the same trail and met this John Wayne Junior, and the ambush was avenged.  Lyman was forthright.  He told the bruiser in advance why he was going to whip him.  I cannot remember my feelings, but imagine my big brother loomed even larger in my life after that.  Furthermore, the trail was now safe for non-combatants and I had no need to travel armed.

TIME OUT FOR MEDICAL UPDATING


We took time out for medical needs the summer of 1919.  All caring parents followed the latest medical advice and had their loved ones’ tonsils and adenoids removed.  Dr. Jake Reigel  was our doctor.  He owned the hospital.  Dad hunted deer with him.  Lyman and I have always thought he had much respect and sympathy for Mother.


After a night in the hospital we were returned home in Dad’s Model T. Lyman went out back to work.  He never played.  I had not taken the surgery too well and stayed in the house.  That night, Mother called Dr. Reigel.  I was hemorrhaging.  A small bare light bulb hung from a plain electric cord in our bedroom, but Lyman was not in bed with me.  The light made cartoon-like shadows on the old wallpaper.  I could feel blood clots leave my mouth as they splashed in a wash basin Mother was holding.  I heard the doctor say in a low  voice, “He could go any time.”  I remember no concern on my part over Dr. Jake’s remark.  Nor do I remember any welcome messages from Heaven.  I didn’t go.  Mother fed me prescribed liver.  I think she told me it would “build up my blood.”  I learned to like the stuff.  I now realize Mom and I were developing a hypochrondriacal relationship.  


Finally, I was able to join Lyman in our great outdoors.  I made it up to the tree house.  He accepted me without fanfare.  I have always felt welcome around him, but never pressured - - a great combination!

COUNTRY FAIR

In September our family went to the County Fair.  The high point for me was an oxen mounted over a pit fire.  Men turned it on a spit and I saw this.  Grandpa remarked that it was common in Kentucky when he was a  boy.  The flesh was a golden brown and we all had succulent pieces  of it on big buns for lunch.  Mom stood between Lyman and me while we rode our first horses on the Merry-Go-Round.  I got motion sickness.  Dad’s step  brother, my Uncle George, played first base for the town team, and I got to see my first baseball.  Dad wasn’t interested in athletics, so we did not stay long.  The fair was people, animals, noise and motion.  I could not put it all together, but it felt good to me. 

That fall, Lyman started kindergarten.  I must have missed him, but cannot remember my feelings or activities.  I had a kid sister, Charlotte, and baby brother, Sonny on board, but I was bonded to Lyman.  Mother was busy, still she read to us and we had a few toys.  I was good at reciting nursery rhymes.  Adjusting to my life without Lyman must have created problems for Mom.  The label did not exist then, but I was certainly hyperactive.

One vivid memory was of Grandpa offering me a penny if I would sit in a chair and not talk for three minutes.  I was a compulsive talker.  It was a deal.  He took out his big watch and my parents sat in silence with him in a our little parlor.  I  remember the pressure building.  It was my first shot at earning a penny.  There was hearty laughter when I lost and burst into tears.  I doubt if Lyman thought it was funny.

Uncle George was a veteran of World War I.  He was an engineering student at the University of Wisconsin and played baseball and hockey.  Uncle George was collegiate and wore a raccoon coat.  This was foreign to my parents.  I don’t remember the incident, but heard Mom repeat it often.  Apparently I focused on his ears and blurted out that they were big, like mule ears.  Mom always alerted me not to say the wrong thing when company was expected.  I usually did.

FOLLOWING ATHLETIC EVENTS

One Friday afternoon in October, a band came down Main Street.  “Yes,”  I could go downstairs to watch it, but was admonished to “Stay right by the steps.”  It was the high school band drumming up pep and a crowd for the game.  I was enthralled, fell in behind them, along with other football fans, and marched to the fair grounds.  The motion, sounds and colors captivated me.  I lost all sense of time, place and Mother’s admonition.  I did not understand what was happening.

It was a lovely fall day.  I left home in a light shirt without an outer wrap.  As the sun settled, I became cold, but the action diverted me from corporeal needs.  When it was over, fans got up to leave.  So did I.  I had no notion where I lived and have no recollection of concern.  Most people walked.  So did I, finally, down Main Street and up our stairway.  

Mother was anxious and could not leave to look for me with two little ones at home.  She knew I was shaking and blue from cold.  I got red carpet treatment with a bowl of home made bread and hot milk splotched with melting farm butter.  It is the end of a perfect day when one returns to a hero’s welcome, and anticipated punishment for violation of orders is set aside by the Judge, relieved to have you home.  Mother was building a case for my being her frail child.

BUDDING BLACKSMITHS

We had kept in touch with Comer’s Blacksmith Shop.  Lyman decided we should do a little blacksmithing.  He picked a site at the end of a pile of sundry splintered boards which had accumulated against the wooden shed, connected by a wooden walkway attached to our back wooden stairway.  It was attached to the store which was constructed of wood.  Everything was well seasoned in flammable wood.

Lyman had a couple of horse shoes and various pieces of metal. He also had some coal, kindling and paper.  I believe he had Mother’s hammer, and “anvil” improvised from a stone, and possibly other tools of the trade.

Downhill from the shed was the Palmer boys’ dump.  At the bottom of the dump stood an improvised metal incinerator.  Lyman handed me a piece of paper and told me to get some ire on it.  He had to point the way to the incinerator.  Sure enough, there was smoke and smoldering debris in it.  He had obviously incorporated data on the Palmer boys’ burning schedule into his plans, for he knew when they touched off their incinerator.  He came down once to show me how to poke, fan and blow on the smoldering ashes.  He also helped me pile junk outside the bottom of the incinerator so I could reach down to the inside mass where the action was.  I was proud of my role and anxious to please.  He was patient as he coached me from the site of our blacksmith shop.  I started to it several times with burning fire brands, but never reached our goal with live fire.  Paper burns fast.  

While I was head down in the incinerator trying to get a light, I heard Lyman holler, “Run, Bob, run!”  A man was descending on me with an improvised paddle.  I angled uphill through the dump, away from him with all the speed a scared four year old could muster.  He swatted me once and I followed Lyman up the back stairway.

Mother was out with our siblings.  There was a knock at the front door.  I followed Lyman to the door.  Here was this strange man looking quite severe.  He wanted to speak to our mother.  We told him, with some relief, that she wasn’t home.  He said he would call later.  He didn’t need to share that with us.  It ruined my day!

A Mr. Robinson, superintendent of the power plant, telephoned that evening.  He was also fire marshal.  He had seen us from the power house, playing with fire.  Lyman later surmised he had watched us through field glasses.  I did not understand this.  Mom talked to us about the dangers of fires, and Dad’s silence seemed to echo her sentiments.  That ended blacksmithing.   We weren’t looking for trouble but how confusing to get in it!

SQUARING ACCOUNTS WITH THE FIRE MARSHAL

We were sent to Sunday school, but I do not recall the denomination.  One Sunday we took a walk all the way to the power plant.  I think it was after Sunday School, during church services.  The superintendent of the power plant had an imposing residence on the grounds.  Lyman headed for the barn.  I was afraid and said so.  Lyman said they would be in church.  I now realize he knew their car and saw it at church as we were leaving Sunday School.  He had a sort of FBI/CIA information gathering mind.  I cannot believe he was taught this skill in  kindergarten.

 Lyman picked up a few freshly laid eggs and threw them at the stalled horses.  The hens and horses objected.  My fear was greater that my morality as I  asked, “Why?” Lyman seemed relaxed as though the Fire Marshal’s crime had been avenged.  I think I was relieved not to be caught.

SCRAMBLING FOR PEANUTS

The Palmer boys were young and their ice cream parlor attracted the young people of the community.  Imagine the view of the deep river gorge and lighted power plant in the evening from the western windows.  The dateless young men enjoyed tossing peanuts and pennies to the kids on the street in front of the parlor.  Lyman and I joined the scramblers who competed for the toss outs.  There was a regular feeding frenzy when the show was enhanced by a big spender who would let go of a nickel or a whole handful of peanuts from his bag, purchased at Palmers.

We were on the small side, but struggled to catch airborne treasure or jostled for what hit the street.  It was a losing battle for riches, but we persisted, hoping we would hit a rich vein.  When there’s loot about, it’s hard to give up. 

One evening after supper as went down the stairs to join the lowest caste in entertaining our patrician peanut and coin tossing tormentors, Lyman shared an insight with me.  He pointed out that the bigger kids who got most of their of the loot took off when their hands and pockets were filled.  Why not just watch where they stored their take and clean it out?  Wasn’t I lucky to have a big brother who was so insightful?   We tried it out and went home with pockets stuffed and devoid of bruises from body contact in competition with bigger guys. Henceforth, we took our times descending the stairs, carrying paper bags.  We lurked in the shadows and left early.  Some nights we even had to hide our purloined peanuts while we went back for seconds.  Lyman pointed out that we must not clean out the nests, but leave a little for bait and also be cautious as the bigger guys would be rough on us if we got caught looting.  He was becoming a reassuring  provider and protector.  We also picked up a few pennies and nickels as we had more time and energy since we no longer scrambled for peanuts.  Lyman also got us out early in the morning to check the area in front of the store in daylight.  We always found a few pennies and nickels.  These went back to Palmer’s for candy and ice cream.  The Ice Cream Parlor was adding a new dimension for Lyman and me, who lived  above it.

BUSINESS TRANSACTONS WITH MR. BAKER

We were growing up and extending our territory.  The formidable hills had been conquered.  Main Street  was our new beat.  We found out the town baker, Mr. Baker, would pay kids for cardboard boxes that they got from the stores.  He shipped bread in them.  This defied all the laws of economics- to get something for nothing and be compensated for it did not make sense, but we kept the change.  It was a cinch, but the number of stores was limited, and one had to get there first or take lower priced seconds.   Worse was avoiding the bigger kids.  They could be physical if they caught anyone competing with them for empty boxes.  It think a rare corn flakes box netted fifty cents.  I dragged some long thin ones in that only brought in a nickel.  Lyman warned me that they wouldn’t yield much, but they dragged easily.  I think Mr. Baker threw them away.  He was teaching little kids they could get something for nothing. 

Across Main Street from the bakery there was an attractive trout pond.  A stream left it, passed under the street and wandered down to the river.  We were exploring the stream and brush-covered area around it one day when we discovered an unpainted single garage.  The doors were open and a Model T about  filled the space.

Lyman got quite excited when he noticed a row of cardboard boxes neatly stacked on each side of the Ford.  They were select, the ideal size for shipping bread out of town.  He said we would no longer need to bother getting our boxes from the stores. I did not think of that.  He pulled down a couple for each of us and we dragged them in to the  bakery and left with change, no doubt exchanged for ice cream and candy at Palmer’s.  A steady income for life seemed assured.  This dream exploded one day when Mr. Baker yelled from outside the back door of  his bakery, “Get out of there and leave my boxes alone!”  He looked imposing in his long white apron and baker’s hat.   I had never made the association between the bakery and the boxes in the unpainted garage nearly hidden in brush.  The rights of private property owners seemed hard for us to grasp, but the message kept coming at us.

GANGSTERISM IN PALMER’S CELLAR

There were tow wide wooden doors which opened into the full cellar under Palmer’s Parlor.  I imagined Lyman and older boys knew the cellar was used for storage.  The doors were locked.  It was a source of mystery and challenge.  My sense now is that, as a four year old, I was only committed to being in with the big boys, and they saw me as a potentially useful tool.

A small, unorganized gang of boys was forming in our neighborhood.  I recall banging on Palmer’s cellar doors with them.  I guess this din became annoying upstairs.  Suddenly, one day the doors opened and out came a Palmer brother.  They were in their twenties, the age of our parents. In fact, I now assume communication was open and friendly between them, regarding the activities of sons Lyman and Bobby.

Naturally, the little guy fell behind when the yell to run was sounded and I was picked up in Earl Palmer’s arms.  I think I was on the low side of the weight scale for four year olds.  He nailed  the runt of the litter, carried me into the store, put me down and led me by the hand to the back of the store.  I now realize he had not formulated a plan for my punishment and rehabilitation.  He seated me and seemed to be at a loss for words.  I really never knew the man, but suspect he was a gentle fellow, in the defense of his business, had broken off more that he could chew and was having second thoughts about having apprehended me.  I recall a feeling of  discomfort.  I sensed being alone.  Lyman was not in sight.  I had never seen a movie, or heard adults talk of how criminals are dealt with.   I don’t think I was either brave or fearful.  Earl tried to fashion a small, frail paddle from a crate board, then gave up.  Finally, he led me down a stairway into the cellar.  He sat me on top of the largest pile of potatoes I have ever seen and turned on a dim light that hung from a spindly cord.  I was back at the scene of the crime.  He told me the spuds needed sprouting, which was meaningless to me until he leveled out a spot and sat a big box beside me and sprouted several potatoes, dropping the sprouts in the box and tossing the spuds back onto the pile.  It was cool, dark, shadowy, damp, and smelled of old potatoes.  I recall no personal concerns for my future or thoughts of a possible escape.  I was submissive and attended to my job.  I imagine I was a model prisoner.  I have no memory of Mom upstairs ever warning us about the Palmers.  I think I perceived them as a part of our extended family, like Grandpa. 

Subdued rapping sounded from outside the double doors and filtered back and up to me at the top of the potato pile, and then the most beautiful sound in my small world:  Big Brother Lyman and the big kids coached me on how to slide the 2 X 4  that locked the doors from the inside, and then I was free.  I wanted to distance myself from the premises, but the big guys tarried long enough to snatch a few dusty cobweb covered  bottles of  warm pop, none of which bore the catchy names and labels of contemporary carbonations. 

COMMON PEDDLERS

Later in the summer, Lyman and I entered into a business transaction with the Palmers.  They made a sales proposition.  We were to take a large bucket of candy door to door around the residential section of  St. Croix  Falls.  The bucket was about two thirds full of small, black, man-shaped candies called “nigger babies”  (I assume they were not selling in the store).  We would be paid a commission on the sales.  They sent us to the Upstairs Lady for clearance.  I am now certain she was in on the “arrangement.”  We were babes being taken in. She asked questions  we could not answer, but in our excitement pushed hard for parental approval, which was forthcoming.  I now think the Palmer Boys were in collusion with Mom in  a seminal social engineering project.  The grand plan was to get us involved in a positive program that would reward us, teach us sound business principles, use up our excess energy, and keep us out of trouble and out of their hair.  

We returned to Palmer’s Store with a beat up wagon in tow, probably a hand me down.  The Palmer boys weighed the candy on a small scale, counted out a small number of candy men, and listed the number we should sell for one cent and five cents.  They made a bearing price and attached it to the bucket of candy.

Lyman worked out the logistics of the operation.  He always did this in a way that utilized my skills, but protected me from upsetting the cart.  I never felt exploited or under or over employed. 

I cannot recall how we carried money, but believe the Palmers checked out some change.  Remember, Lyman was 6 and I would be 5 that coming November.  We were getting along in years.  We had no bags for the candy or dispensers to move the little men from seller to buyer.  It was a straight forward hand-to-hand transaction.

We covered residential streets throughout  the town. Usually a covey of kids  tagged along with us.  Sales  picked up if the neighborhood loud mouth proclaimed our wares.  Kids usually ran home and returned with pennies.  Some mothers appeared, also.  The microbe hunters sent a child to the kitchen for a soup or cereal bowl.  Our procedures were loose enough to accommodate the mothers who chose to  protect their youngsters from unscrupulous peddlers.  I sensed we were viewed as celebrities by our clientele.  At times, when we were alone on our route, we began to sample our inventory.  Overhead obviously shot up as inventory declined.  In time, our appetite was blunted.  I can now understand why this bucket did not move in the store.  Customers would not seek seconds.

This enterprise went on for several days.  We did not sell or eat all of our inventory.  Some was turned back to the jobber.  I never did hear how the Palmers and the Upstairs Lady evaluated the project.  I am sure the pennies we earned purchased some Palmer cones and some were probably diverted to our piggy banks by our frugal Mother who kept an eye our for money coming in.  she frequently quoted Benjamin Franklin, “A penny saved is a penny earned.”  These adages never set us on fire.  It was probably quieter around the Palmer Building while we were on the road.

THOU SHALT NOT STEAL

One morning Lyman broke the news about another junket.  He had noticed an old building sort of hidden in the brush across from the school.  His year in kindergarten should be credited with this mind boggling discovery.  We took off and soon left the street and entered the unpainted gray, one story sprawling edifice.  It had no doors, windows, or floor, and was piled to its low roof with lumber.  We were fascinated!  There were no human sounds.  Silence dominated the scene;  it was just a little scary.  We cased the joint and were relaxing and climbing over uneven lumber as cabinet quality white pine, mostly finished and beautifully seasoned, thanks to a good roof and the openness of the building that allowed air flow from all directions.  

Lyman noticed some hand tools neatly stored round the top of a support timber just under the roof.  Everything about the place was orderly.  He laid the tools out on top of a lumber pile.  I can remember only the draw bar or draw shave.  All seemed much used and without rust.  Lyman was elated.  Here was a six year old, yearning for real tools.  I never had an interest in tools, but I sensed his excitement and shared it with him.  Property rights be damned;  he claimed them as his own, or maybe ours.  He got no argument from me.  We loaded up and headed down hill to the Big Lady’s apartment.  I think he gave me the over flow to carry – a hammer and possibly one other – while he had the draw shave and others.


We were proud and excited as we passed beside Mack’s Ford Garage.  Dwight Mack, a peanut throwing son of the owner, was outside the building taking a tire off a rim.  This was a major operation in 1920 and he was sweating.  He looked up and gave us a friendly greeting.  We felt welcome all over this small town, which encouraged us to range far from home.  He asked about our hands full of tools.  We told him of our find.  He told us the name of the elderly man who owned the lumber and had long ago operated a mill there.  He suggested we leave the tools with him and he would get them back to their owner.  Lyman had been walking on air.  The rest of the way home we walked on hot cement, barefooted.  This was another hard lesson on rightful ownership of coveted property.  Confusion seemed to be lurking in a cloud when we  saw only clear sailing ahead. 

FORMAL SCHOOLING


I entered kindergarten in September 1920.  my memory of the year is nearly empty.  I am sure Lyman escorted me to school with an admonition from Mom as to his responsibilities.  There were no school buses.  All grades and high school were in the same building.  


I recall only one incident during the year.  The kindergarten was one half flight down from the entrance and the principal’s office and lower grades were on half flight up form the entrance.  Two of  us had been sent to the principal’s office one day with a paper.  We were not in trouble, we were just delivery boys.  Mr. Hill, the Principal, was a big man with a matching voice.  He wore dark suits.  We left his office feeling good about a mission completed for our teacher. As we headed along the hallway, arm in arm.  His enormous voice bellowed, “You boys take your arms off each other.”   We looked up at this giant waiting for our response to his command.  No need to wait; we were in full compliance. Years later I realized what might have been behind his order.  The eye of the beholder had seen something unthought of by two small boys.  At the time I was confused.   What had we done wrong?


Since then, I have always been a little on guard in the presence of the “Head Man.”   I don’t know why;  possibly it was something I learned in kindergarten from Mr.  Hill.


On November 21, 1920 I had my fifth birthday.  Big Mom (she was 5’ 2” tall and trim)  went all out on our birthdays with layer cake, our favorite food and a playmate of choice as guest.  In my case, that would be Lyman, of course.  Now at 79 years of age, I have decided to look back on my first five years and take stock of them.  This is what now seems relevant and remembered.  

Memories of my father, grandfather, sister and infant brother during my first five years are almost nil.  Nor do I remember Reuben, Dad’s beautiful Brittany retriever, except when he dropped the wet duck in our faces and awakened us.  Dad probably left him with a trusted friend when we moved to Main Street.

Big brother Lyman is central to my earliest memories.  I  believe the predominant role he played gave me the support and direction I needed as I started into boyhood.  I think he made it easier for me to give up the Harbor Mistress’s lap when my sister and kid brother came along.  Lyman provided safe passage to a world of wondrous adventure outside the home at an early age.  I am grateful for this and even more for our relationship which has endured and grown over the years.  It is comforting to respect and trust him today.  I have never felt that he deceived or manipulated me.  

In retrospect, the community of St. Croix Falls was like an extended family to me.  Many adults seemed to feel responsible and free to help kids grow up.  This was done in our case without abuse or exploitation.  We had  a community to grow up  in.

BLISSFUL SUMMER

The summer of 1921 was Mom’s with her four kids ages two through seven.  We were harnessed but she held the reins so loosely that I have no memory of restraint.  

We left our Palmer apartment and furniture in St. Croix Falls and drove 150 miles north on Highway 24 to about four miles south of the village of Cable.  There we spent the summer in a primitive cottage on the Namakagon River.  This river, now designated a wild river, was a wonder works for Lyman and me.  It flowed quietly, deeply, and then with white water stretches where dry fly fishermen,   local and summer vacationers, took brown, rainbow and brook trout.  It had rocks of sundry colors, shapes and sizes.  Some rocks were slime covered and had strange worms attached to them, and bugs that were sheltered by them.  Large trees, brush and reeds and grasses grew to the water’s edge and provided acoustics for bird music sung through the steady orchestral strains of the river.

In shallow eddies  we caught tadpoles and minnows that we carried to the cottage and placed under observation.  Few made it back to their birthing waters.  Mom took all of us on outings along the river, always down stream.  Up stream was discouraging because of rapids and thick growth.  On our own, without the surveillance of an anxious nonswimming mother, “The River”  became our playground.  She set the limits early and clearly.  I don’t remember our ever feeling the need to exceed them.  We were never asked to baby-sit or look after Charlotte and Sonny.  We looked forward to outings with Mom and our siblings.  I have no memories of resenting the younger ones.  Mom seemed like a big sister, enjoying a carefree summer with her kids, in a simple cottage.

The river was relatively wide, shallow and slow in front our cottage.  Without books or science, we developed a range of interests in the myriad life forms around us.  The spider-like insect that darted on top of the water spellbound us.  He was so fast and could change directions so quickly.  We were never challenged to try and catch one, nor did we wonder if he had a God connection, like Christ, that held the secret of his special talent for walking on top of the water.

We also marveled at the dragon fly.  Mother explained why it was sometimes called Darning Needle.  “Folks used to say they could sew your shut.”  It was amazing to us the way they could wing in place, long before helicopters.  I once witnessed one hold a live fly against a reed and eat it alive.  Predation has always unnerved me.  Knowing it is natural offers no relief.  It still clashes with the beauty of nature:  a confusing paradox to me.

The crayfish and clams were underwater attractions.  We encountered snakes in the unkept meadow between the river and cottage.  We saw our first turtle dozing on a log in the backwater.  The kingfisher’s brood with their insatiable open mouthed demands.  There was something satisfying about bare feet and legs in cool water with yielding mud oozing between our toes.  We rolled our overalls and the wet cuffs were a scale that reminded us of water depth.

The bright green of water plants and the mellow smell of humidic action that was composting vegetation was reassuring, like the odors of an old country doctor’s office.  Life was precious and would go  forward.  Death and decay, yes, but wedded to renewal. We found plenty of challenge in our new aquatic world and we did not miss the street kid life of St. Croix Fall’s Main Street.  There were no big kids to push us around or share territory with.  Mom had to make do with a summer cottage where fishing parties could boil coffee, open a can of beans and fry an egg.  We ate well, our clothes were scrub board clean, we slept undisturbed, had all the freedom we needed to grow, and she always  gave us individual tender love and care.  Dad showed on Friday evenings and left early on Mondays.  Their  greeting was warm.  It made me feel good.  He always brought the mail, groceries and fresh meat from Cable.  They had long talks after  we were in bed.  I now think those weekends were a high point in their marriage and this was a special summer for them.  It rubbed off on us kids.

Lyman and I had one regular chore.  Each day we walked to Svendsen’s  Farm with empty milk bottles and returned with arm-tiring loads of milk, vegetables and fruits.  We got whatever was in season,, harvested that day.  It was a short walk,  and we left the cottage barefoot and overalled, and crossed the wooden bridge that spanned the Namakagon.  Mom dug slivers and splinters from our tough skinned feet.  We learned early to pussy foot across the rough planks.

Chester Laugenschlager’s small store was on the left, just over the bridge, and a town road went straight up the hill past Svendsens.  The store was well located for business, with roads going  in three directions from it.  Mother walked her brood to the store often enough for a change of pace and to pick up bread and canned goods from their limited inventory.  We also got kerosene there for our lamps.  Lyman and I no longer had access to Palmer’s goodies and easy street money to spend.  We waited for our turn to select candy.  The choices were bulk horehound, peppermint, and licorice.  Our sweet tooth  was in Mom’s tight fisted hands.

From postcards and adult conversations Lyman and I were being exposed to “that big world”  out there.  We were awed by visions and reports on Niagara Falls and inklings on the Seven Wonders of the World.  The big game animals of Africa really turned us on.  While we had never seen them, pictures and reports enraptured us.

We were not prepared for Mr.  Chester Laugenschlager.  Here was an alive, in the flesh phenomenon that had no rival.  He had a world record, carnival-sized nose.  It put Uncle George’s ears to shame.  Remember, we were in this small store with him where there was no alternative to closeness. Chester registered another “first” with us.  He snuffed snuff up his nose!  We got to see it!  He was talking seriously with a man when he took a metal case out of his pocket – Mom said it was a silver snuff box – and put a small pinch on the back of his hand, then he stood tall, stopped talking and took a deep snuff.  I held my breath while he snuffed, and it took so long I thought I would blow up inside.  Then he repeated the show on the other side and went right on talking.  I don’t know where the snuff stopped.  We never saw it again.  We were talking and laughing with Mom about it on the way back to the cottage.  She finally stopped and reminded us to respect adults and not make fun of Mr.  Laugenschlager and his big snuffing nose.  Maybe she was a little protective of his because he was our landlord.

It was a short walk up the hill form the store to Svendsen’s farm, but it took time for us to make it.  The one room Leonard Country School was on our left.  We often swung around it and peeked in the windows.  It looked dead inside – no summer verdance in there!

I was an inveterate rock thrower.  Stones and space were unlimited, so I would have a fling in Svendsens field on the right.  I threw at fence posts and birds for accuracy and as far as I could for distance.  Lyman would unload a few with his left arm, but it did not interest him.  I lagged and threw and finally turned in to Svendsen’s driveway.  They were part of a Danish settlement.  Her husband was dead.  She spoke with an accent which enriched our lives.  It was the first accent we had heard, but it did not impact like snuffing.

The milk and butter went into the shaded spring, the source of our drinking water.  I learned later that springs “grew” where brush and trees were thickest, so if you are thirsty, find the shadiest spot and cool off while quenching your thirst.  While natural disasters are unnerving, the predictable in nature is reassuring.

Mom lined us all up for a tub  bath on Saturday nights.  Charlotte went first and got the clean water.  On other nights we washed our feet in a wash basin.  At this time Mom attended to stubbed big toes.  The enemy in St. Croix was buckled sidewalk concrete.  At the cottage we learned a potato sized rock was the trouble maker.  Goofing off was when you banged into an obstacle, and I was a goofer.

One could shake off the first stub with a few tears.  Maybe there was a little bleeding, or even some loosening of the nail.  It was the second stubbing of the same nail before it had healed that sounded all alarms.  This could bring one limping home from a Huckleberry Finn level adventure for maternal care which included a washing, soaking in Epsom Salts, topped off with a shot of iodine.  The pain of iodine on raw flesh halts breathing, which stops crying, and in a sense, kills minor pain.  This was followed with adhesive tape cut from a roll.  A damp washcloth cleared a way tears and dirt and cooled the forehead.  There were no bread or cookie baking facilities in the cottage, but Mom was a great improviser.  Spring cooled milk and graham crackers helped change the  subject.  The eyes of Sonny and sister Charlotte as they watched suggested concern and even admiration for me, their wounded almost six year old soldier brother who was returning home from battles against potato sized rocks.  Finally, the attention of Mom, the fragrance of her soaps and lotions, and the softness of her hands, completed my recovery.  Nothing gets blood pumping and a man back on his feet like the ministrations of an attentive woman.  It is music for the spirit at six or sixty.

MYSTERY SUMMER

The reasons for leaving our furnished flat in St. Croix falls and driving 150 miles north to a modest cottage south of Cable was never explained to us, nor did we know what Dad was doing all week.  I cannot say we missed him.  I could sense Mother’s serenity, and it was a summer of bliss with her.  We now know dad was selling and installing Delco and Willys-Knight gas power electric plants to resorts, wealthy summer residents, and others in the Cable area.  This was to defray our expenses.  He had “bigger fish to fry”.  His major mission was to establish electric service in the village of Cable and telephone service to the village and the towns of Cable and Namakagon.  This would require obtaining permits from the State Utility Commission, laying out and getting rights of way for lines, finding capital and purchasing equipment.

While this held much promise for Mom, I am sure the dream of her first non-rented home and a move away from Fisk country, closer to Ashland where she grew up and her big sister Charlotte lived, was part of her Christmas package.   In her nine years of marriage, she had lived in at least six rentals in at least five locales.  She yearned to settle down.

It is now my impression the summer in the rented cottage relieved Mom of many pressures.  Her standards were high, but what damage could kids render to an unfinished interior?  There was no Dad or Grandpa to cook and keep house for;  both were hearty and knew good food and praised her table.  She had no relatives or neighbors dropping in.

Primitive facilities and for youngsters, but so much space outside, and such a simple, uncluttered schedule.  Furthermore, she had a love relationship with four dependent children.  By six, I was bonded to her and my moods were linked her well being.  My barometer showed fair sailing all that summer.  Imagine the bliss she found in four adoring children and a weekend lover who spoke in whispers while we slept, of her future home in Cable.  She would not be accountable to a landlord.  It would be her very own.  Consider her serenity summering beside an unspoiled stream, surrounded by woods and fields.  She loved privacy and the outdoors, idyllic, indeed, for a  twenty-six year old Queen.  Small wonder that she provided us with a warm nest lined with love and hope.

We heard and offered no complaints about our rundown cottage.  It took a close look to note the outside had once been white.  The porch screens were rusty and leaked mosquitoes.  The tarpaper toilet was so little used it was clean smelling.  Mother taught us how to ride out thunderous electric storms.  We helped her distribute our limited supply of buckets, pans, bowls and jars to catch leaks.

We saw our first lightening bugs and Mother showed us how to catch them in a jar.  After darkness it was then sort of a  Thomas Edison incandescent light.  Days were satisfying, but tiring.  Sleep closed in with darkness.  We heard no night sounds of cars, dogs or farm animals.  Morning was signaled by bird, insect and Fisk Kids sounds.

FRESH TROUT AND WILD FOUL

Mother enjoyed eating.  Fresh fish and wild game were preferred, in that order.  My father was a consummate fisherman and hunter.  He was not satisfied with enjoying the process.  He measured success by game bagged and fish taken.  His take was used as a weapon.  Sometimes mom was brought to heel with it.  It was  shared with wealthy summer people.  He seemed to think that one could get rich easily by dropping off choice trout or a leg of venison at their doors.  They all drew up wills and were looking for benefactors to be remembered.  He never got it!

We awakened one Sunday morning and other told  us to look on the porch.  Her largest laundry tub had a cake of ice in its center which was surrounded by Eastern brook trout – Dad called them speckled trout.  A friend, Shorty, from St. Croix Falls, had met Dad in Cable.  They had fished late Friday and Saturday and reached our cottage late Saturday  with two limits each – 100 trout from seven to about 17 inches.  Shorty had slept on the porch, eaten breakfast, packed 50 trout and taken off on the 150 mile, eight hour drive to St. Croix Falls.  Mom fed us sweet corn, new potatoes, young peas and trout.  She favored trout on her own plate.  Dad was quite expert on cooking trout and wild game. Mother learned from him and reached the point where she could please him.

One evening in late summer, about the time when game birds and deer venture from their woods’ shelters into open fields, Mother took her brood on a walk.  She led the way along a little used wagon trail that skirted a field.  Between field and route was a thick grove of young white pines.  The road bed was lush with red and white clover.  Beside the wagon trail was an unkempt meadow that had gone back to nature.  It surrounded our cottage and extended to the river.  It was rank with wild flowers, grasses, weeds, berry bushes and shrubs.  It was haven for game and song birds, insects, rodents, snakes – and Bob and Lyman.

Big brother walked behind Mother with a firm grip on Sonny’s hand, and Charlotte and I followed.  We had all been instructed to be quiet and stay in place.  Mother was carrying her 20-gauge repeater shotgun.  I remember seeing her in khaki knickers.  She had hunted with Dad before we were born.  Ruffed grouse (called partridges locally)  were plentiful and feeding along the old road.  She shot enough for supper and we stayed in place while she retrieved the birds.  Sixty years later while we visited her in a nursing home, I asked her how she managed to carry the birds and her gun.  She roller her eyes with a look of injured innocence and guilt (the hunting had been done out of season) and said she had slipped them into her knickers.

Lyman and I were awed by the safari, our first, and it’s having been led by our 5’2” green eyed Monster Mom.  Imagine Lyman, who had mastered blacksmithing through intense observation at an early age: his agenda was in place – learn to shoot, get his own gun, and start hunting.  I was content to follow Mom, and Lyman when he was ready.

Mother gave us a lesson anatomy and the physiology of the digestive system while she dressed the partridges.  The relationship between the crop, gizzard and the tiny particles of sand and pebbles that birds swallow stayed with me.  I tried to visualize my food moving along after a swallow.  Birds seem better equipped than we are.  They can bolt their food, which helps them hurry to escape predators and yet not suffer indigestion because the grit in their gizzard does the chewing, and without teeth, they can avoid costs and inconvenience of dentistry.

We sat down to a late sumptuous supper of partridge unglassed, and Svendsen’s produce.  We kids finished off one bird, our first, while big Mom did away with tow. 

After she got her weary foursome bedded down, Mom would not be able to sleep until she washed up the dishes and cleaned her gun and hid it out of our reach.  She had been an apt student for Dad.  She learned firearm safety, marksmanship and proper care of her weapon from him.  Possibly he thought the gun would provide her with a sense of security during the long weeks while he was away.  I don’t recall a lock on the cottage door.  The only time she expressed fear was when two year old Sonny bolted out the door and headed for the bridge.  She screamed and caught him, followed by her pack, before he reached Highway 24. Dad deserves some credit for the confidence she transmitted to us nightly as she tucked us into a warm, clean, secure bed.

SQUAW BEND

Mother took us on exploration hikes. The area was new to her, too.  Our favorite was down river to Squaw Bend.  It was an easy walk on a path that wound along the river through shady woods.  We could hear the river before it narrowed and speeded up.  The rapids narrowed again into a chute that stirred the water into a foaming, roaring mass like the climax  of a symphony.  It shot out toward the left bank as if propelled from a giant fire hose and bent to the right and followed a high bank out of sight.  There was an enormous off-shoot of water that made a constant full circle to the right.  On its surface were large chunks of foam and floating debris.  Some of this would spin off after circling, and continue downstream.  

Steady Lyman held Sonny’s hand as we bunched closer to Mom and never tired of staring at and listening to this spectacle.  No one had to tell us it was dangerous, as well as alluring.

Upon reflection, this Bend conjures up memories of my first close up contact with a steam locomotive, a hissing monster gliding like a giant alligator toward its prey.  Frightening, yes, but semi-controlled by a track for the engine and a course for the river.  Both were awesome symbols of power to a small boy.  Legend has it that a Native American woman perished when she and her mate capsized on a run through the Bend.  So we were summering at Squaw Bend.

FROM BUD TO LEAF

The magician charms and awes his audience by unfolding tightly wadded paper or cloth into myriad colors and designs.  The images of trees, shrubs, and flower buds releasing countless shapes and colors, is one of nature’s great magic shows.

Lyman wore his crown as big brother lightly with me that summer.  We explored within the bounds set by Mother, with no need to test the limits.  We had a new, non-street environment with no strange kids to challenge our tranquility.  We had time to get away from Mom and our younger siblings, but I was no longer his doting shadow.  I, as Bud, was unfolding into a more autonomous and specialized me as Leaf.

We learned to skip rocks in the quiet river near our cottage.  I never tired of this and never felt it repetitive.  I competed against myself to increase the number of successive skips, and the distance I could throw out into the river using glacial stones as targets, like golf driving range markers.  I learned to unleash my whole body into a throw.  My right arm urged me on to throw and skip ceaselessly.  Lyman indulged in small portions of this and then turned to her pursuits.  We were brothers, but comfortable marching at times to different music.  

A FISH TO SHOW MOM

Dad tied a hook to a leader and line with a couple of shot sinkers attached, and showed me how to find worms and string them in a squirming trout-tantalizing glob on a long, shanked hook.  He suggested the down river side of the bridge where the water was about 4 feet deep and had a slight swirl to its movement.  The bridge also provided shade for the fish.  Lyman and I couldn’t wait to get started.  We laid on our bellies on the rough old bridge planks (Mother needled slivers out of my hide regularly and always stung the spots with iodine).  I actually looked forward to the shot of iodine, possibly a form of pain addiction.  We could see suckers vacuuming the river bottom, and shiners flashing silver like thirsty miners at the bar.  There were a few tantalizing brook trout with their protective camouflaged vermiform backs.  Now and then one would twist its body to display the speckled gems it wore on its sides, teasing us, I would guess. 

Lyman soon tired of this and found other act ivies.  I never did.  Another vein in the “Bob Leaf” unfolded.  I spent hours watching the trout and trying to get the squirming mass of worms near their heads.  Lyman accepted the new Bob graciously and went his own way. 

Finally, one day a seven incher grabbed and swallowed my bait, a victim of my deceit.  Hand over hand I drew her up to the bridge and ran screaming in exultation to our summer camp leader in the cottage.  Tears of joy were welling, but did not flow.  I watched Mother open my catch and retrieve the hook.  She also fascinated us with a lecture on its GI tract.  I had trout for dinner and she saw to it that I received special recognition.  She was a forward looking person, and without doubt saw me as a future source of fish for her table.  Catching meant more to me than eating my first trophy.  
That summer I was launched on a youthful career in rock, snowball, and baseball throwing.  The fishing lure persisted beyond youth.  These were a part of the leaf that was unfolding into me.  They helped me acquire autonomy without losing my relationship with my big brother.

THE LEONARD SCHOOL

Apparently, Dad needed more than the summer to complete the transactions pending to start up telephone and electric service in the Cable area.  Squaw Bend was included in the telephone service area.  The delay put us in the one room Leonard School in September.  The Chicago, Northwestern Railroad which went north through Cable from St. Paul had a spur track about one half mile east of our cottage.  It was called Leonard Spur.  Without research I am satisfied to assume that the school and spur were named after Mr. Leonard, who probably had a hand in logging off the virgin pine in that area.  We were loyal to Squaw Bend as our summer address.

I started first grade that fall and Lyman was in second.  My  classmates, Etta Svendson and George Van Devander, graduated from Cable Free Union High School with me in 1933.  I remember nothing of this school experience.  We could have been cowed by the big kids in the small room, although I recall no violence. I think we went home for lunch.  Fall was beautiful in Squaw Bend, but it got a little cool in the summer cottage.  Our overalls were appropriate for school dress.  I think Mom put shoes on us.

Kids pick up fragments of adult truths that “for their own good” they are being “kept from.”  Prohibition was in force. Somewhere Lyman and I got the notion that a selected clientele was able to purchase home brew and possibly stronger libations, at Laughenschlager’s store.  Mother was a WCTU member, and Dad a teetotaler, but fumes of this rumor came our way.  

In October, we returned to St. Croix Falls in the Model T.  Lyman and I finished the school year there.  Learning to read, like talking, came naturally to me.  I remember only two incidents at school.  A high school girl fainted and fell through the heavy glass entrance door.  I saw the broken glass and her blood on the cement.  She survived.  The other incident happened at a ski jump that was built on a hill in front of the school.  The high school guys jumped there. We oo’d and ahh’d as they sailed above our heads.  One jumper lost control and the front of his ski struck a girl in her ear.  It was serious, but she survived.  

Measles went through town that winter.  We four Fisk kids were quarantined;  Sonny died.  Dr. Jake said the disease affected his heart. I remember seeing his body in the coffin and attending graveside services.  Mother never recovered from his death.  I was to sense and later understand that Dad’s failure to provide what Mother considered proper burial arrangements became a marital malignancy.  This would confuse me on into adulthood.

TO CABLE WITH UNCLE GEORGE

During the summer of 1922, I was aware of Mom packing for the move to Cable.  We left well before daylight.  Lyman and I sat beside Uncle George in the cab of a Model T truck.  Dad was ahead with Mom and Charlotte in his Model T roadster.  Mother’s heart must have been broken.  A part of it, along with her pride, was left with Sonny in his pauper’s grave, as I was to hear her describe it later.  She must have looked forward with some hope to a new town and her own home.  Dad, of course, had a new business venture in the wilds of northern Wisconsin.  His guns and fish poles were carried behind his seat.

The truck was loaded with our furniture.  A heavy canvass, well tied with thick ropes, covered the load.  Mother took pride in some of her acquisitions and tried to enforce her high standards for their care, while Dad matched her in the care of his guns.  Dad’s retriever, Ruben,  rode on top.  Uncle George was never close to our parents.  His raccoon coat and collegiate lifestyle was part of it.  Down deeper was Dad’s place in the family.  Dad’s mother, who had a daughter, died three days after Dad was born.  A farm neighbor with an infant nursed Dad.  His father took to dink and courted a second wife.  They married and had three children, including Uncle George.  I never sense any closeness between Dad, his father and stepmother, and his step brothers and sister.  Most of what I know came piecemeal through Mother.  I recall dad telling about living alone on their farm one winter.  It was in the Wolf Creek area near St. Croix.  Dad was reticent about his past.  I never heard him use it as a handicap or excuse.  He slept behind the kitchen stove in his clothes with the dog, who kept him warm.  He stopped at his Grandma’s  farm enroute to the country school and she fed him breakfast and sent him on with a lunch.  He tended his traps enroute to school and was usually late.  One morning he had caught a skunk.  He was not a teacher’s pet.  She whipped him for smelling up the school room.  His dad was living in St. Croix with his second family and doing carpenter work.   When he heard about the whipping he took time off to visit school.  Dad said he barged in, under the influence, and told the teacher, I send my kid to school for learning, not to be whipped and if he heard of any more whippings he would come back and kick her ass!  Parent-teacher relations were forthright  in those days.  Dad got the message and dropped out of out school.  He had four years of schooling and I think he thought that would do.  He became a water boy serving threshing crews in the Dakotas.  He lied about his age, joined the Marines and took the oath to defend his country at 14.  he was then in California. I gather the teacher was glad to be rid of him and he did not miss her.

So Uncle George did not make it with Lyman and me.  It was our loss.  Mother’s dad and sister, Lottie, were our only close relatives.  I guess Dad never experience affection with anyone in his family.

The drive to Cable was an all day, 150 mile trip on sandy, hilly, rocky State Highway 24.  Uncle George was a  lanky 6’ 3” man.  For variation, he would slouch down in his seat and drive with the wheel between his long legs, steering without hands.  We liked that, but it was not in the same class with Chester’s snuffing.  When we started down a steep hill and had to ascend its opposite, he was all attention and would “wind her up,” hoping to avoid the tedious crawl in low gear.  Sometimes he made it.  We liked his singing, too.  Grandpa was the only adult who sang at our house, and he could hum, too.

About the middle of the warm day, our caravan stopped beside a stream.  Dad started a fire, boiled water in a blackened syrup bucket and made coffee.  He also cooked corn from an adjacent field and fried speckled trout taken from the stream.  These were warm supplements to the fried chicken, potato salad, rolls and trimmings that Mom had prepared.  Dad topped it all off with a breast stroke swim in his underwear. We were all non-swimmers then.  It was quite a show for us.

We saw no highway, service station, motel, or Keep Out signs along the highway.  Lyman and I were in back on top of the load when we swung off the street into our yard.  I was half asleep and started rolling off.  I grabbed Ruben’s collar.  He dug all 4 feet into the canvass and inched upward toward the top of the load.  Lyman reported to the adults how Ruben had saved me.

It was evening when we arrived at Mom’s first and last non-rented home.  She had looked it over while living in the Squaw Bend cottage and knew exactly where each bed and other furniture was to go.

The truck was unloaded while she set out a cold supper with hot coffee.  We were asleep in the southeast corner bedroom by dark.  It was ours until we left home.

We were up early the next day.  I don’t remember bidding Uncle George farewell.  I am sure Dad turned to his telephone and electric projects.  Lyman and I were anxious to explore the neighborhood and village.

RED McDONALD

Our house was on the southeast corner of the village.  To our south was a narrow field belonging to Angus and Lulu McDonald which separated us from their farm.  Red was leaning our way wand we exchanged grins with him that fist morning.  Re was an authentic freckled, red haired Irish American kid.  He was eight, a year older than Lyman and smaller.  We became a close knit trio at once.  To get things going, Red took us to Perry’s big red barn.  Perry owned a red brick house and the barn just west of our place, across a dirt road.  He rented out the house.  

The ground floor of the barn was dark, cool, empty and a little spooky.  Light filtered through a few tiny windows.  It had a pleasing, musty odor, perhaps like aging herbs mixed with desiccated old hay.  Where the light shafts penetrated, plenty of dusty cobwebs could be seen.  

Red was a great guide.  We climbed a ladder nailed to the wall and entered our first hayloft. Red needed buddies when he took us in.  we needed him, too.  One side of the loft had a pile of loose old hay.  Much of the huge space was empty, but the floor was covered with loose scrap hay.  To our amazement, there were a few chickens on the second floor of this barn.  they were scratching and sending up dust as they searched for seeds and insects, oblivious of us.  This wouldn’t last.  Stick matches came out of someone’s pocket –not mine.  Lyman lit one and dropped it on a chicken.  Lyman and I laughed.  This was our kind of variety show.  Red panicked.  There was enough farm boy in him to realize the gravity of a fire started by a flame throwing chicken.  He pounced on it and smothered the fire with his hands and body.  This farm boy was trying to stop us fro burning down a dry old barn, along with his two ignorant new neighbors.  We continued to laugh at his clown-like fire fighting contortions as Lyman dropped another match or two before red’s message got through.  We never understood or shared his fear.  He was never angry with us, but averted a hell of a start for us in what was to become our home town.  Red’s hands and face were blackened; he looked drawn out by the ordeal.  He is long dead, and looking back, I wish I had thanked him for being an unsung hero.  Red and Lyman became instant pals, and I was the third party that made it a gang.  I never felt excluded.  Red was a real find and right next door.  He and Lyman became lifetimes friends.  I still marvel at this eight year old’s gutsy sense of responsibility. 

OUR NEW HOME AND TOWN

The old house had some charm and dignity when we moved in.  Dad’s “unfinished improvements” over the years tended to reduce the charm.  Lyman and I had to walk through the kitchen and dining room to reach our bedroom.  It had a window on the east and south sides.  Mother was pleased with our nice big closet.  We had nothing to hang in it, but discovered Dad’s dress Marine uniform there.  It was bright red and blue with showy gold buttons.  Mother told us what it was and we tried it on.  I don’t remember it entering old age;  moth food, I suspect.   Later, we hung our sheepskin winter coats there for the summer.  Our first suits came with high school graduation and were hung in the closet.  I never saw Dad wearing a necktie and suit.

Our heavy oak dresser drawers always had clean, mended, patched and darned clothing.  On Saturday nights we followed Charlotte into a washtub on the kitchen floor where we got brushed and scrubbed by the inspector.  Head lice had once accompanied us home from school, so our scalps were washed and scrutinized after the bath.  We got a change of underwear which we slept in through the week.  The top of our chest of drawers always had a scarf on it with a sprinkling of knickknacks and snap shots, courtesy of the “Little Woman.”

There were no hallways in the house.  A large living room was west of the kitchen.  The master bedroom could be entered south of the living room or west from the dinning room.  South of our parent’s bedroom was Charlotte’s small bedroom, entered only through their room.  I don’t believe she created many waves while growing up.  I gather she encountered her share of choppy waters as an adult. 

A red brick fireplace stood on the north wall of the living room.  The front entrance to the house was into the living room.  It was rarely used.  We hung our stockings from the fireplace mantle the first year, at Mother’s suggestion.   There was a distinct St. Nick boot track in the ashes on Christmas morning.  Charlotte and I fell for this.  Lyman shot it down for me in private.  I liked the myth better.

The kitchen was entered through a back porch with also had a stairway to an unfinished cellar.  It was always damp, cool, dark, quiet and eerie.  Mother stored her home canned fruits, jellies and vegetables on its dusty shelves.  When grandpa lived with us and gardened, we had bins of potatoes, carrots and more.  I even remember a crock of sauerkraut. 

There was a wood furnace in the cellar and a single register directly about it in the living room, between bedroom and kitchen doors.  We kids made for it on winter mornings when the temperature sometimes was lower than minus 40 degrees.  One morning there was an enormous explosion that shook the house.  Grandpa had gone  down to start up the fire.  He came upstairs with no eyebrows, and a singed face.  To get a quick fire, he had tossed some wood on a  hot bed of coals and splashed kerosene over it.   He got results!

The furnace was declared  obsolete by Dad.  He replaced it the 3 wood heaters in the living room, master bedroom and dining room.  I assume Mother lost when this “improvement” was discussed.  The house was outdoor cold in our subzero winters.  Like most Cable houses, it started with one room.  As children arrived and budgets permitted, rooms were added.  The connections leaked air and water from roof to floor.  Posts and rocks supported the edifice so it was open underneath to air and rodents, and some provided shelter for cats, dogs, and skunks.  Many housewives kept mouse traps set in the winter to reduce the influx of mice who came in from the cold.  Some accepted this symbiotic relationship and tolerated the seasonal “star boarders.”

We banked our place with horse manure or sawdust, then snow piled on top went over the bottoms of wood framed storm windows.  Lyman and I slept in long-handled underwear and wrapped around each other like angleworms.  We shivered falling  asleep, and again when our feet hit the cold floor.  We both have chilblains to this day from too much outdoor exposure to subzero weather.  Mother piled so many quilts and blankets on our bed it took extra effort to draw air into our lungs.  I did not know that woolen  blankets existed then.

Our neighbors to the north were the Wittwers.  They had owned the Dr. Tobey House and Dad bought it from them.  There was no fence between our homes and we shared a well in a pump house between the houses.  Our eyes bugged when Mother lifted the cover and we looked down to the water.  It was the deepest hole we had ever seen, curbed all the way, with a pool of water in the bottom.  She pulled up a bucket that sat  on a couple of boards about 30 feet down.  She placed a setting of jello, butter and milk in the bucket and returned it to the platform.  This was our “icebox.”  She warned us about falling in a drowning as she closed the cover.  I fell asleep rehearsing that fall.

Our backyard had a red barn in need of paint and a wood shed that had a toilet in one corner.  The advantage of this was that Mother could return with a small armload of wood so men would not know what her  primary mission was.  This deceived no one.  The disadvantage was the toilet had to be cleaned out periodically, while one that stood alone could be moved a few feet to a new hole.  I am sure that Mother, wife of an excellent plumber, became attached to the dream of inside plumbing.  The flush became the symbol of what she cherished and never achieved until she was an old woman living alone.  In fact, I understood from her that one measure of difference  between haves and have-nots was inside plumbing.  This must have been hard on Mother, who never identified with what she called “shanty Irish.”  She wanted us in middle class, and we never made it.  Dad seemed indifferent to middle class.  He revered the very rich and expected to be remembered in their wills!

Our house had been the home of Dr. Tobey, country doctor, who served the Cable area for many years.  The red barn sheltered his horse that transported him by cutter in winter and buggy in summer.  Locals said they had nine months of winter and 3 months of poor sleighing.  Dr. Tobey’s horse grazing with prize percherons.  The farm originally raised percherons to provide horse power for Rust-Owen Lumber Company’s extensive logging operation.  The 26 year old buggy horse lived out its life on this beautiful farm.  Mr. Drummond was the only year round millionaire in Cable.  He was a bachelor who came to the area in the 1880’s and worked for his uncle, co-owner of the Rust-Owen Lumber Co.  He was superintendent of the mill in Drummond,  named in his honor, which was 9 miles north of Cable.  I remember men talking when it closed, about 1925.  it was the last mill in our area to cut virgin pine.  Dad spent a lot of time cultivating Frank Drummond, who lived above his old general store in Cable.  One story Dad brought home was of Frank trying to put Rust-Owen’s huge holdings on a sustained yield basis in the late ‘80’s.  they laughed at him and reminded him of the mis-education he got at Lawrence College.  “The virgin pine will be here ,” they said.  He lived  to see the mill workers of Drummond unemployed, with families to feed.

We kids always stopped at the Drummond Farm cook shack for huge homemade cookies and slabs of pie.  Custard was my  favorite, washed down with large glasses of cold Hereford milk.  The cook told us he was asked by Mr. Drummond to feed us and remind us to please close his gates so his cattle wouldn’t get out.  He had wide lanes and a series of heavy gates.  It took two of us to open the, and we always hitched a ride on the gates as they closed, and we always latched them.

Mom told us Dad went to Dr. Tobey for help before they were married.  While a Marine, he had been ordered to San Francisco for transportation to the Philippines.  The bunks the recruits slept in had been used by Marines returning from the Philippines.  Bedbugs were egalitarian in their tastes and feasted on blood from those coming and going.  The returnees  were infected with malaria, and the bedbugs, unfamiliar with the germ theory, infected Dad and other recruits wile going about their business of catching a bite to eat.  Dad consulted Dr.  Tobey, who prescribed a winter in a tent.  Dad complied and lived on to 94 years.  Dad did have flu-like symptoms at times, and complained of recurring malaria symptoms.  I never saw him in bed with an ailment;  he worked, hunted, fished and trapped long hours.

BUCKSHOT ROGERS

Red McDonald had warned us to look out for Buckshot Rogers.  He was tough and a bully.  This did not deter Lyman.  He had our agenda.  We were going to explore Cable.  Lyman would have been an ideal infantryman.  Bail out, yes; desert? Never!  There is a difference.

We crossed the dirt road to Perry’s red brick house.  It faced County D, a gravel road that went east around Lake Namakagon and joined State Highway 24, also sort of graveled, in Grandview, a 25 mile run.  It was a block west along D to Cable’s main street.  Enroute we passed the Congregational Church, which meant little to us,  but Mom started turning us over to it on Sundays for moral instruction.

Of more interest to us was a horse shed that was open on the street, or south side.  We had never seen its like.  It was owned by Drummond’s Store on Main Street.  We learned that farmers parked their horses and wagons there while shopping.  Later we learned that caring teamsters blanketed their horses on bitter days.  

Cable State Bank was on the corner of Main and our street.  We turned left on Main and headed south.  Red had told us that was the direction to “Buckshot’s territory.”  Had I been the leader, we would have turned right!  On our left was the drab 2 story school house with a treeless, unkempt yard.  It did not kindle the flame of learning in us.  Adjacent to the school stood Baker’s Confectionery Store where school kids with money bought sweets, and high school males could get cigarettes.

The cement walk ended at Williams’ Restaurant.  About this time Buckshot joined our party.  He was a couple of years older than Lyman, a little heavier, and a runt in his own age group.  He wanted to know who we were and was not satisfied with our answers.  So FBI-like he asked who our old man was.  The name Fisk meant nothing to him, but when in our efforts to be helpful we explained that he was bringing lights and telephones to Cable, his light came on.  “Oh yes”, he said.  “He’s the guy who wears his crotch down at his knees.”  We had heard Mother laugh about how Dad’s new pants fit.  He was 5’8” with a huge torso and short legs.  His mother a Jones, and Mom always said he had a Welsh build.  He did not fill a big man’s pants too well, but Dad never lacked big ideas.

Buckshot decided this was the proper time and place to whip Lyman.  He had obviously led us where adults would not interfere.  Lyman did not object, so they proceeded.  Buck was a formidable fighting machine.  Lyman was left handed and landed  a few blows early, but his nose was bloodied.  I never heard him say he had had enough.  I thought he had before they started, so I started to cry.  I was not musical but could increase volume and vary the pitch.

Finally, Buckshot had to deal with me.  He told me to shut up or would whip me.  I did, he didn’t , so in a sense, I won.  He tired of whipping Lyman and the match ended.  Lyman left on his own power, with his head erect.  I guess he found some satisfaction for not running up the white flag.  He never did, as far as I know.

We headed for home and lunch.  Lyman never sought sympathy from “Little Woman.”  After subsequent forays, we reported to her on less combative sections of Cable.

THE MCDONALD FAMILY AND FARM

Angus and Lulu McDonald were Red’s and Betty’s parents.  We heard a lot of Lulu.  She was tiny and a talker.  Angus was a fearsome giant to us.  He fired the boiler at the dye plant at night, and slept during the day.  The only time we saw him was when he came roaring from his cave and sent us home in a fury.  Mother and Lulu practiced restraint when they had coffee at the McDonald house, and tried to remind us to do likewise.  We seemed to forget when we got with Red, and if the locus of our action was in the yard the noise level inevitably escalated to the point that touched off Angus.  Kids are not above subtle provocation.

The dye plant was a small operation built beside a side track south of town.  A vice president of the Rit Dye Company reportedly sent official word back to headquarters Ohio that the water around Cable was ideal for the manufacture of blue dye and fishing. He had a spread on East Lake, which was overrun with small mouth bass.  This species is genetically programmed to go out fighting.  Small wonder that business tycoons and barefoot boys find release in conquering these suicidal natives in an unequal contest.  

The plant closed about the time FDR was called on to save Capitalism or lead us down the path to Socialism, depending on one’s political orientation. It did give some locals regular paychecks, and Angus probably reduced the mortgage on his farm in the wide open twenties.

It did not make sense to ship raw materials 500 miles north from Chicago and return the processed dye the same distance south to markets, unless meeting the fishing needs of the vice president and his guests was worth the drain.  My faith in the infallibility of business minds was shaken early.  Just another source of my confusion.

Angus died from a heart attack before the plant closed.  We went tot the funeral service in the Catholic church.  The priest served the church from Hayward, a larger town 17 miles south of Cable.  I remember he wore robes, spoke in strange tongues, and there were more candles burning than in Protestant churches.

Lulu, Angus’s widow, finished rearing Betty and Red.  I knew Mom felt sorry for her.  Betty was in Lyman’s grade, a quiet girl.  Red latched on to John Eric,  a middle aged bachelor who lived in a one room tar paper shack between our place and the McDonalds.  Red didn’t take to school and teachers. We never talked over such matters.  

McDonald’s house became special when we were told it was log sided over with clapboards. The big red barn was erected on a side hill and the livestock were housed underground with their door to the south.  Thick stone walls supported the barn, and increased the warmth and coolness for the occupants.  The livestock was sold when Angus died, and we bought milk elsewhere until Dad bought a cow.

The huge barn sheltered an enormous pile of hay that was hauled on a hayracked wagon and lifted by horsepower with a mechanical hay fork to the high peak of the roof.  It was then conveyed by track to the place where it was dropped tripping the hayfork.  We got to watch this with Red and were warned to keep our distance.

We spent hours sliding down the hay piles, or just lying on our backs listening to the rain on the tin roof.  What a retreat for quiet reverie!  Imagine the varied smells of hay in sundry stages of drying, the euphonious sounds of insects and birds gong in and out at their pleasure, of lying on a  bottomless mattress of yielding hay, breaking a drying timothy stalk and guiding it through spaces between teeth in a moist mouth, just for the feel of it, or mouthing dry clover flowers and savoring the exquisite honey flavors sought by bees and revived by one’s very own saliva.  One could take a nap under such conditions. 

Betty and Charlotte climbed the wall ladder one day and were ready to take the slide that ended in a rolling tumble into a sort of hay cave at ground floor level.  Just before they cast off, a man crawled out of the hole,  brushed hay off and departed.  They said he wore a diamond ring on his finger.  The county sheriff was called and announced that an escapee from the state mental asylum was reported to be in the vicinity.  The girls received a lot of attention, along with much speculation as to what might have happened if they had completed their slides and ended in his temporary quarters.

McDonald’s barnyard sloped gently under a canopy of large coniferous trees that leaked sunlight, to  a wide fenced lane that led east to McDonald’s Creek and woods.  It was all fenced and separated from hay fields by cross fences.  There was a clean carpet of grass neatly clipped by livestock, no mud or manure pile, and a dearth of barnyard flies and odors.  As I remember, it was a great place for boys to hang out while Angus slept.  After he died, the farm was not operated.  The pasture was rented to John Erich for his horses and we  pastured a cow and team there when we had them.

RED, MY FISHING GUIDE AND TEACHER

In 1922, when I was six, Red led me down the path to creek fishing.  He was eight or nine and pulled a knife from his pocket, cut a short brush pole, and attached a short line and hook to it.  He took a Prince Albert tobacco can from an upper pocket of his overalls and strung a couple of worms from it through the hook.  He then moved lightly to the upper side of a handmade bridge that crossed the creek on the woods road used to transport winter wood to McDonalds before Angus died.  After his death, Lulu bought wood or coal.  Death changes lifestyles.

Red’s pole guided the glob of squirming worms into the water at exactly the right spot for swirls to carry it under the bridge into a place where trout’s instincts told them to lie in wait for succor, protected from sharp-eyed, long beaked predators.  The limber pole bent as Red straightened his back and raised his arms, swinging the pole in a graceful arc toward the bank.  An objecting trout landed in the grass, its sides specked with hues and shades dominated by reds against a white  belly backgrounds.  Red cupped it in his hands and said it had swallowed the bait.  There was a moral in this for me, but I learn so slowly, that I am still swallowing baits and getting hooked in the belly.  “Sometimes,” Red said, “the hook can be pulled out,” but he tried and then cut it out with his jackknife.  This opened my eyes to surgery and blood-letting and the need for a knife.

Red cut an alder fork with one handle longer than the other and let the fish slide down the longer handle by running it through the gill opening out the mouth.  Fish stopped at the crotch and could not slip off and the slime that protects from waterborne diseases does not grease the angler’s hands.

I followed Red to the next hole. These were places where he had caught trout.  They varied but were usually shaded, offered protection to the trout, had some depth and foam and a swirl to the water that set food such as flies and bugs in motion, making them attractive to trout.  One reached the  point in life where he could feel the kind of place a catchable trout would lay claim to.  Red moved along fast and dropped his bait in a few “maybe” spots.  

Finally, we came to the premier hole on the short creek.  The main thrust of the stream flowed out of sight under the bank.  A good sized tamarack was rooted to the bank and dominated while it shared the soil with lesser flora.  Moss and lichens covered the shaded ground.  A Japanese gardener would have taken a second look at this masterpiece.  A hole about 2 feet in diameter opened down to the swirling churning water some 3 or 4 feet inland from the bank.  One could see exposed roots, foam and a circular motion to the water as it wound back to the main stream bed.

The alert was on!  Red slowed, body tensed, feet gently touching soft carpet as he approached to extended arm and pole distance.  The baited hook dropped into the clear, slowly circling water.  A hidden vermiform back lunged for the bait, the back colors blended with the greens of the northland carpet underfoot.  This was great protection against bird and mammal predators, drab when compared to the polka dot brilliance of these speckled trout’s sides.  Red’s arms and torso moved up and back in a dance-like movement and out came our second flopping victim.  It went on the stringer.  Red rebaited and tried again.  One could see he did not expect much action.  We moved down stream quickly and he made perfunctory passes at lesser stops, finally halted and turned back.  I asked him why, and he said it dumped into the Namakagon River.  He was not much for elaboration, but he might have filled me in that the Namakagon joined the St. Croix that passed into the Mississippi,  a long and distinguished journey for the spring water that renewed McDonald’s Creek. 

We headed for the lane and uphill to McDonalds.  I got to carry the fish stringer and kept a firm grip on it.  When we reached Red’s place, he gave me the worm can and pole.  He said I could go fishing anytime, and I might just want tot hide the pole along the stream.  Red seemed relieved to pass along the string of fish.  In many homes, they are not worth the trouble and odors of cleaning and cooking.

I bubbled over with joy on my way to my Mom’s kitchen door.  The fish were better received than a bouquet.  She cleaned them and we each had one for lunch.  Lesser siblings had boiled rice and raisins with milk, sugar and cinnamon, along with home made bread and a few slices of vinegar-soaked cucumbers, which they preferred.  I was a hero with mom , and a confirmed brush stream trout fisherman.  Red had shown me the way and given me a passport to this private fishing grounds.  McDonalds Creek, that headed in a swamp above their land and romped, rollicked and loitered about one half mile to the Namakagon  River, was at my disposal, thanks to Red!

MY FIRST KINGDOM

McDonald's house and barn were only incidental on the pathway to the lane which opened into the pasture bordering the creek and forbidding woods beyond.  This was all mine to fish and explore with Mom encouraging the fishing.  Lyman did not take to fishing, but we still talked ourselves to sleep at night about other subjects.  

Mom helped me find worms.  I had some concern about the friendliness of livestock, but that was groundless.  I would catch from 1 to 3 keeper trout on each trip.  They were measured against a 7 inch notch on my fish pole.  I could fashion a crotch into a stringer to carry my catch.  My curiosity led me to the headwaters above McDonald’s fence where the creek simply dissipated into ribbons of water and seeping springs fed by water oozing out of swamp land, no place to wet a line.  I checked down stream for trout holes.  Red was right, they petered out but I hit a formidable fence with a conspicuous “No Trespass”  sign that crossed the creek.  McDonald's land was fenced, too, but a kid could lie flat and roll under the bottom barbed wire.  Not so with this stranger’s barrier.  At first I was worried about finding my way home, but soon learned all the cow paths led to the lane and were more direct than following the winding steam, so I used them as shortcuts.  I think it is also true that kids and domestic animals that are cared for will seek their home when they get hungry, tired or cold. 

MAKING LIGHT OF IT

One morning I was crossing McDonald’s yard heading home from fishing when Charlotte hailed me from their door.  I leaned my pole against the side of the house and entered to show off my catch.  It was well received by the coffee drinking women.  I was the willing recipient of a glass of milk and cookies.  The party was relaxed and noisy, so it was obviously after Mr. McDonald had died.  When we got up to leave, Mrs.  McDonald escorted us outside.  Her productive flock of Red Leghorn chickens had been combing the yard fro nutrients.  We bought our eggs from her.  The chickens were on edge, as if a hawk might be cruising about.  She discovered one hen attached to my line and struggling some as it dragged the short brush pole along.  I had failed to remove the glob of worms from my hook and the hen was paying dearly for her free meal.  The women decided the hen had to be killed because it could not survive with a hook embedded in its throat.  I got to witness a beheading, small recompense for the pain of empathizing with the hen and Mother’s indelicate public elaboration of my wrongdoing.


Red retrieved my hook and returned it.  He found much humor in the incongruity of catching edible game with hook and line on dry land.  Lyman joined him laughter.  We were alone beside the barn the next day.  Even the hens vanished;  they would not be privy to such a sacrilegious wake.  Words must strain to describe Red’s laugh. He was a shy, quiet person and went out of control with a few intimates on rare occasions.  It was not a belly laugh; rather, it seemed to start deep in the lungs with a low whine, like a flywheel warming up.  It ascended into the bronchial tubes like  a reverse hack and up into the throat, where the gurgling sound turned to gargling and was finally expelled through the nose.  It was not a shallow mouth laugh.  It took time.  His body stiffened, not unlike a seizure.  At this point it got scary.  Would he recover his breath or die laughing?  It added suspense and belated humor to the show.  This was uncontrollable laughter at its best.  One could laugh with Red or at his laugh.  It ended when he was exhausted and reduced to tears.  When he recovered he paid homage to the chicken and dumplings supper he had that night.  This took the sting out of my barn yard catch.


Red could set himself to laughing over his descriptions of local people and their situations.  He was a keen observer and favored accounts of proper matrons.  The horrendous dropout rate at the local high school could have been reduced if his talent had been brought into the curriculum.



Lyman and I really lucked out with Red as our neighbor and friend.  We never missed the street life of St. Croix.  Rodrick  “Red” McDonald had joined us, rather than coming between us. 

BRINGING IN THE UTILITIES

Lyman and I were spectators at the project of bringing power and telephone service into Cable.  I remember holes being dug and small, local cedar poles planted by hand.  The linemen with their safety belts and climbers were our instant heroes,  and they knew it.  Dad was one of them.  Adults watched the show, too.  It was like the circus coming to town.  Our back yard was the center of  this activity.  We did not have time to explore the town and range out into the country after this project got underway.  Electric cords soon hung down from ceilings and we had electric lights again.  The kerosene lamps were put away, and mother reactivated her old wooden tub washing machine.  Power was provided from our back yard by a Delco home and farm unit.  A second Delco was added as demand and wiring merited it.  A  Model T engine and small generator.  I enjoyed the noise, movement and show. I am sure Lyman put himself into the action as a participant.  His mind and body were attended to installing and operating this new project.

Lyman and I watched the linemen on Sundays when they put on a private show in our back yard.  They exchanged turns climbing a pole, pulling their spurs out and free-fall dropping, finally driving the spurs home to break their fall before they hit the ground.  The one who stopped nearest the ground was a winner. We made mental notes of this stunt to be tried later in private.

Dad planted two cedar posts and made a cloths line for Mom.  Years later she cried when the posts had rotted away at ground level and needed replacement.  She said they bore the scars put there by her little boys who practiced climbing.  Lyman and I had practiced using her poles before we took on man sized poles.  Our legs were too short to buckle upper climber straps  below the knee, so Lyman  tried buckling them above the knee. It worked, and we spent hours mastering he art of climbing.  Descending is more demanding.  “Stand tall and keep your butt in”, we were admonished.  We learned to do the free fall and recover before we hit the ground.  Mother was invited to witness our progress.  She seemed to approve the shows, oblivious to the scarring of her clothesline poles.  Before we reached our teens we were able, fearless climbers, having sneak practiced on Dad’s telephone line poles.

OTHER WONDERS

Dad installed a small PBX- private branch exchange – switchboard in our home and we all became switchboard operators.  A light flashed  when we sat at the board or a buzzer sounded when the board was unattended.  We all learned how to say “Number please,” and to connect parties and ring long distance.  Our sister, Charlotte, was featured in the Wisconsin Telephone company journal.  At five, she was the youngest operator in the  state.  When the novelty wore off, one of us kids was assigned the duty so Mom could carry on her countless household chores.  During electrical storms our house popped, crackled, flashed and smelled of burnt electrical insulation.  Dad had to do a lot of trouble shooting and repair after a storm.

Dad had the first crystal set in town.  I did not understand boxing, but was proud when several local jocks came in  to listen to a Jack Dempsey match in 1922, I believe.  Dad  was current on things mechanical and electrical, Lyman and I got to listen some with one set of ear phones.  I remember a weak message.  The men talked about the fight.  It did not impress me.  I had seen Lyman fight.  Dad had no interest in sports, but lived for the outdoors.  He was heroic to us, doing so many wondrous things.

BACK TO SCHOOL

We started school again in fall of  1922.  There were two rooms downstairs.  Lyman and I were in the primary room.  I was in second grade and he was in third.  The other downstairs room was intermediate for fourth, fifth, and sixth graders.  There were two small class rooms off the study hall upstairs.  One was for the seventh and eighth grade classes, and Miss Lazurus’ was special, about six feet tall, raw boned and weighing in at around one hundred eighty pounds, in shape to whip any grade school boy.  Some repeaters were overage and adolescent.  Word was out that she could handle matters so she seldom had to.  Nothing interfered with her teaching of the fundamentals and she knew what was fundamental.  Being Catholic and with her name, she would have been labeled “bohunk” If she were male and worked in the woods or as a railroad section hand.  Men bowed, tipped hats or offered their best when this single woman strode from her room in the Cable Hotel to the school.  She gave a stability to the school.  Kids who were troublesome or had trouble were assured that they would “get straightened out” when they reached seventh grade.  I never heard of disparaging word about her in Cable.   Mary was nobody’s “bohunk.”

Mr. Alcott was the high school principal.  It was always a man, and he taught all the math and science.  The only other teacher was always a woman and she taught the English and social studies.  The principal’s desk was in the front of the study hall and teacher’s desk in the only classroom.  Some classes were held in the study hall.  Freshmen and sophomores took freshman classes one year and sophomore classes the alternate year.  Likewise for the juniors and seniors.  There were no electives, no shop, business, homemaking, PE, gym, science labs or library.  It was bare bones, encouraged dropouts, and met college admission requirements. 

The high school principal was expected to keep order.  Cable was still a lumberjack town where arguments were frequently settle with fists, and rarely with knives.  He was husky but moved on soon.  Turnover was heavy.  I did see a pair of rugged brothers face him at recess.  No blows were thrown, but they dropped out of high school early. 

SHARING DAD’S AND MOM’S HONEYMOON SHACK

McCloud Lake had a special allure for our family.  We spent part of October 1922, our first year in Cable, in the first tar paper shack on the Lake. It was very special for mom and dad and she took us out of school to enjoy it with them.  When they married in 1912, dad worked on Lake Namakagon as a lumber grader this shack was their honeymoon home.  He commuted by foot about 5 miles each way. She always said it was an idyllic memory as she enjoyed the company of their tame doe and the solitude of the deep forest while dad was working.

 It was there that we three kids were introduced to the backwoods, and Mom was a  wonderful guide while  dad worked days on the telephone line.  The shack sat in an old, somewhat grown up clearing  back from the lake.  We visited the lake daily with Mom and walked its unblemished shores. Loons and muskrats owned the place but gave me the feeling there was plenty of room for us.  The moods of the lake and shoreline changed with wind, clouds and shadows.  The unbroken shoreline was a tasty mix of white birch, poplars, hard woods and conifers.  There were several stretches of swamp land nicely covered with Christmas trees.  One could almost hear a group photographer reassuring the trees that if they would just move together a little more, he could get them all in the picture, but they needn’t crowd.  Nature seems  to always be able to make room for another one.  Mom brought cooking and eating dishes from home.  The little shack was unused and not furnished. We had the essentials and all got to sleep in bunks for our first time.  Mom and Charlotte went one way to take-your-choice toilet sites, and we males went another.  It was a far cry from Mom’s dream of a flush, but there was a freedom to it.  It must have been a dream week for our 28 year old mom.  There was little housework, simple cooking, her three kids with her in a safe, pristine woods environment, and her lover beside her at night.  I remember we had partridges for supper.  They were shot along the tote road on Dad’s drive in to us and fried just right by him, with plenty extra for Mom.

Our first snowfall came early that year, 6 or 8 inches in October.  The woods and the trees bore their ermine mantles with the grace of royalty.  Mom had filled an old trunk.  She outfitted each of us with winter wraps and so help me, dug out three pair of Dad’s heavy wool socks which she rolled over our shoes and socks up to our knees, and out we went.   She even got us going in a game of fox and geese.

MORE SCHOOL

Lyman and I continued our deep relationship but we did not get together on the playground.  He hung around with Red and some other intermediate room boys.  I preferred being with the oldest high school guys.

They were playing tackle football and I was in the middle of it, all 50 pounds of me.  The teams were rigged.  Elitists from town who had homes with flushes, or were headed for one, formed the insiders team, while the know-nothings from  the country were  the catch alls and used outside johns.  I doubt if many had seen a game, but the effete elitists introduced blocking, tackling and strategy.  Tackling came natural to the hicks, the  same as bringing down an errant pig or calf- just grab hold, hang on a hope for help.  The town boys were more for organizing like  business, with a quarter back who called the plays, and loyalty was measured by how well his team protected him, even to the point of “covering up.”

The tax payer expended nothing for school grounds maintenance, but kids growing up in the area who could not remember the ice ages could accommodate to a few rocks, pockmarks and minor runoff gullies.  After all, our terrain and flora were byproducts of three ice sheets.

I was not an officially designated member of either teams, so elected to play defense for both teams, and gave my best to both.  I quickly learned the objective:  simply stop the guy with the ball.  One big overage senior jumped high and caught a lobbed pass.  He landed upright and off balance with his back to the goal line.  I jumped and climbed high on his back and my squirming fifty pounds helped topple the staggering giant on top of me.  I lost my wind, and my head was addled.   I hid my condition and coasted for a few plays.  I did cushion the big guy’s fall.  On another play, I remember the elitists were heading toward the goal on a power  play.  Lee Perry, quarterback, had the ball and his team formed a wedge in front of him.  It was head on take warfare.  I crawled and squirmed between the milling legs and clamped both arms around one of his ankles.  Finally an impasse was reached Lee was still standing.  It was hard to bring down a champion, which he certainly was.  They were  ready to start another play when I finally looked up and unclamped his ankle.  He said nothing, but I sensed a look of approbation.  An age difference of eleven years does not separate worthy athletic opponents.  This friendly war went on until some guy’s broken leg ended the season.

I was unaware of any other grade school kid who assigned himself to play high school contact sports.  My motivation is a mystery to me.  I remember no fears, even though I had my share of them, nor can I associate this with seeking attention, but I was drawn to this improvises rough game.  No one ran me off. It is the high point of my grade school memories.  I had earned a position without portfolio on both teams.  Remember, there were only about 20 males in high school, and a few were not drawn to contact sports, so the dozen or so who knocked heads were probably not disposed to run off a volunteer undersized outsider who was willing to play defense for both teams. 

I watched a huge senior cuff another student until he dropped a knife that he had opened and was prepared to use in an argument.  By the time I reached seventh grade, the high school had tamed down and the qualification of  being able and willing to whip any student was no longer effect in hiring the principal.  I do remember when I was in high school one who was hired because his  wife was willing and able to play the organ in the Congregational church.  The line between church and state is hard to recognize sometimes.  

When we hit Cable it was still a lumberjack town.  The big mill in Drummond was processing virgin pine.  Heinz Lumber Company, east of Cable, had a winter woods camp with several hundred men in it.  When the ware against the virgin white pine was finally won, the big companies silenced their heavy armaments and went west for bigger timber in Washington and Oregon.  Their foot soldiers were laid off and tents folded.

Some of the lumberjacks were too crippled to work, others sought small scale woods and mill work.  Some tried farming or day labor in the emerging resort and summer hone field.  It was tough sledding, but day laborers have always found it hard going.

For those who turned to farming, the cut over sandy, rocky, glacial, hilly land had to be cleared and broken. Crops could be wiped out in early June or late August by frosts.  Huge blackened virgin pine stumps were commonplace.  So were small dynamite storage huts.  These were padlocked to keep thieves and kids out.  It was not unusual to see men blinded or short on limbs from dynamite accidents.  Boys grew up with warnings, but still were fascinated by the stuff.  We were  turned on the idea of blowing something up, but never got our hands on dynamite.  Dad taught us early to fell trees, but he never blew up stumps.

THE BIG BLOWUP

One morning shortly after recess ended, there was an enormous explosion just off the school grounds.  Our windows rattled and we left seats without permission, to stare outside.  The privy that had been so conspicuous behind Baker’s Candy Store was a mass of gray kindling.  It was assumed that high schoolers who knew their way around dynamite had planted a couple of sticks under the back of the privy during recess and lit a fuse long enough to cover their getaway.  They were never apprehended, and I imagine they were underground heroes to their peers.

There were ill feelings between the Bakers and some of the scholars in the Dynamite Age.  A rift was engendered between youth who needed to sate their smoking habit and Baker’s business mores of extending and then freezing credit for cigarettes.  This could have triggered the great explosion and collapse of the Baker enterprise.  The store closed shortly after this.

SCHOLARSHIP

School was easy for me.  The Little Woman got good reports on my performance in the basics. We were not exposed to frills like art and music.  I finished assignments quickly and enjoyed my free time day dreaming, dawdling, reading or marginally acting up and showing off.  I was never a heavy discipline problem, but always on the fringes.

Sister Charlotte could be a problem if I was kept after school.  She was two years behind me and sometimes in the same room with me.   I learned that she and mom had a buddy relations like Lyman and me.  It is the standard syndrome of minorities.  They were a gender minority at our house.  This banding together was probably learned as a defense against the Old Boys Fraternity.  Certainly they informed and protected each other.  When they do it,  it is the highest form of sisterhood and loyalty. I learned to intimidate my sister if she informed on me.  It worked best when Lyman backed me up.

Dad said he sent us to school to learn, and Mother saw school progress measured by report cards, teacher conferences, and student performances in the Christmas program.  Holding a candle, reciting lines, especially in a nightgown, was solid evidence.  Mom also picked up tidbits and PTA.  Our first year in Cable our teacher cornered Mom alone and off the record, asked her if she minded giving her our religion, explaining that I did not know when she filled out a card on me when I enrolled in grade two.  I asked her what one could be and she explained, Catholic, Protestant, or Jew .  I said I guessed we were Jews.  Mother corrected for the teacher and again for me at home.  I now have some understanding of the differences and continue to be bothered by the trouble it has caused and continues to cause.  One race and religion might reduce confusion and conflict.

Mother believed poor peoples’ kids could get ahead through school success and “getting ahead” meant a flush toilet, dry wood and kindling under roof for winter, a new Easter bonnet and new shoes for the kids.  The men who didn’t swear and those who tipped their hat to women were models for getting ahead.

Grades were never my school goal, but I was usually above average in subjects and needed improvement in conduct, according to my report cards.  I suspect I was hyperactive, not then labeled, and talked out of turn.  I found things to do when my seat work was finished, but probably not teacher approved or scholarly.

CULTURAL PURSUITS

Mom went all out to expose us to cultural advantages.  She dug up money for season tickets to the Chautauqua series that hit Cable in the twenties.  Rainey and Sorensen’s movie tent also came to town.  We had series tickets.  There were silent westerns and comedies.  I remember at intermission Mr. Sorenson sold boxes of toffee, “ A prize in each and every box,” and his father-in-law, Mr. Rainey, performed magic.  The tricks spellbound all ages.  He could sail playing cards to all edges of the tent.  They sat around before show time an greeted old friends.  Everyone was excited when they moved two projectors and there was no break for rewinding.  We also had one each of Caruso, McCormick and Pons records.  Mother bought a set of encyclopedias when we were in school.  The salesman and teachers agreed that it would help one “get ahead” at school.  We did “research” assignments using the encyclopedias as reference.  Research meant copying what was said about a topic.

JOHN ERIC:  A GENTLE MAN

In the small field that separated us fro McDonalds, our bachelor neighbor, John Eric, lived, lived in his one room tarpaper shack.  Red, Lyman and I hung around  the shack and were in touch with the adult male life of the place.  I never saw a woman near it.  As far as I know, john never entered any home in our neighborhood, yet he was a very good neighbor in his laid back, low key way.  Red moved toward him after his dad died, and he became an unobtrusive, always available father to Red. No kid could have had a better one.

His home was like him, always clean and orderly.  It had a pair of bunks attached to the wall, a small wood heater, a table and a few chairs.  There were two small windows and a couple of kerosene lamps.  I think he read a lot of western type magazines at night.  The  floor was uncovered soft wood.  It was scrubbed table-top clean.  There were no signs of cooking or eating around the place.  A water bucket and dipper sat on a small table.  He did buy fresh concord grapes from vendors who sold soft fruit they hauled in Model T trucks south about 45 miles from the shores of Lake Superior.  In season, grape skins and peanut shells abounded outside the entrance to his home.  I don’t remember his ever offering food to us.  We hung around a lot, and he never ran us off.

Across the dirt road, near Perry’s red barn, John’s tarpaper horse barn was located.  It was low and had stalls for four teams on each side.  There were double doors at each end and a few small windows.  There were plank floors  under the horses, always deep with shavings, sawdust or straw that was cleaned out daily so the place always had a pleasant odor, a mix of good hay (there is a difference), horses, fresh manure, that blended into a subtle wild flower fragrance.  Like John, the horses were low key and contented. In Cable, folds knew John Eric would not keep a teamster around who would lay a hand on one of his horses.  There was violence in Cable, verbal and physical, toward people and animals, but John’s standard was recognized, a sort of unwritten local Bill of Rights for horses and dogs.  His values got through to us kids.  He never verbalized them, but other adults did.  We could recognize animal abuse.

John seemed to manage well.  He always had good dry hardwood and kindling, piled, protected and accessible.  This was not the case at our house.  John had no privy, so he used his barn.  His droppings joined horse dung on an enormous manure pile that heated and composted. In the spring, it was spread over village gardens. John was community minded. 

I’m sure his place was a mighty cold spot in the early morning as fires burned out unless fired all night.  This happened only with insomniacs or when there was a severe illness in a home.  John had a couple of coarse woolen bunk shack blankets on hi bunk, topped off which a horse blanket.  His horses were always blanketed when they came in hot form work in cold weather.

John’s place was alive with heat, laughter, tobacco smoke and old codgers and teamsters, playing the card game Smear (high-low jack and The Game).  We learned every swear word I have ever heard and practiced using them, but not at home.  I have always felt advantaged in swearing.  I never heard john swear nor reprimand those who did.  There were standards in his home, they were known and respected.  It was relaxing stop!

A tarpaper barn or shack consists of a layer of boards, usually of rough-sawn hemlock, and a layer of tarpaper, thin, indeed, with winds and minus 40 degree temperatures in January and February.  John’s shack hone was warm physically and psychologically;  he was just that way.  So was his barn.  the inner walls and thin-paned windows were heavily frost coated inside, but the small area was heated by healthy, well fed draft horses exuding their warm bloodedness.  They never flinched when their quarters were entered, just went on eating or lying down. This routine went on uninterrupted, with but one exception that I remember.  The barn had a colony of rats and mice who shared the horse feed.  Many of the rats were white.  The chain of life was completed with residents cats and even John’s small dachshund, who was known to liquidate a careless or preoccupied rodent.

We 3 guys were in the barn one Sunday while John napped.  Lyman picked up a half grown cat, twirled it around to get its claws extended, and sent it sailing to the rounded rump of the a well fed horse.  The cat dug in with all four clawed paws, and the startled horse squealed and kicked like a rodeo bronco.  This set off his stable mates and the low roofed place resounded with squealing, snorting and heavy body movements.  The cat screamed in fear and dug its claws in  deeper to hang on, but was finally sent flying.  

Led by Red, we three howled at the show.  The barn doors flew open and disheveled John, bigger  than his horses, loomed in the entrance, trying to adjust his eyes to the darkness. This gave us time to start for the back doors with him in pursuit.  He held a bull whip in his big hand and it  was cracking and snapping like fire crackers.  I think he was not surprised at the cause of the commotion, and did not intend to split our hides.  We seemed to sense this and rather enjoyed our role in the show, but laid low until time rounded off the rough edges of John’s memory.  When we next visited his shack (we could not stay away long), he laughed while telling the story to his regular visitors.

A summer or so after this we were with Red on a hot day.  John had a lane from his barn to a small pasture where he turned his horses out for airing and gamboling when they were not working.  On this day, John had turned out his favorite team, a pair of big bellied bays. The flies were active and the horses were edgy.

Lyman and I had persuaded our folks that we were old enough to have a BB gun.  We raised the roughly $1.69 and ordered it from the Sears, or the Monkey Ward catalog.  It was a single shot Benjamin and the air pressure was built by breaking and then closing it.  It shot for distance, and Lyman became quite accurate with it.  I had a sort of gun bearer’s role that satisfied me.

We three hid in the rank growth of tansies that grew on one side of John’s pasture.  They were tall enough so that we had shade and could not be seen by horses or adults.  We knew we were about to do the wrong thing, but the challenge overpowered our respect for John and the fewer of the consequences. 

The assault was on!  The Bays were edgy from heat and flies. When a pellet hit home, they reacted as if a series of hornets or horseflies had struck oil.  They shook ran, and their hair  stood up.  They seemed to be in conflict between attack and retreat.  They were beautifully teamed, and a hit on one would bring a sympathetic response from the other.  The cumulative effect of the shelling was too much.  They finally panicked and went berserk.  They whinnied, squealed, went up on their rear legs like movie stallions and pranced and kicked round the little pasture.   They seemed to turn on each other as paranoia set in.  John came out and we watched him survey the scene.  He saw nothing and they began to settle down, so he went inside.  I think he was suspicious.

John was a businessman.  His teams hauled logs in winter and built roads in summer.  His beautiful teamed bays always won the weight pulling contest at the Cable fair.  In perfectly orchestrated unison, while John spoke gently and held the lines loosely, they leaned into their collars and tightened up to the load.  The muscles stood out all over their bodies as their feet dug like a dashman leaving the chocks, and off they went.  John’s love and pride in his blue ribbon team showed through his modesty and humility.

My respect for john is climaxed by one incident illustrating his care for our friend, Red.  Red spent less time at home after his dad’s death.  In a  real sense, John became father to him.  Red was not graduated with hi high school class.  Rumor had it that he was lacking in responsibility.  Recall how he smothered flames in Perry’s hay loft to save our hides.  So he lacked responsibility.  He decided, with encouragement from John, to repeat the senior year with Lyman’s class.  Red had smoked roll-your-own cigarettes for some time.  Many woodsmen switched to chewing tobacco when fire hazards were high.  The first morning Red entered the high school for his fifth year he had a cud of tobacco in his mouth.  He wanted to make a good impression on the new principal, Mr. Carl Larson.  Mr. Larson probably wanted to impress Red, so he met him at the top of the stairs as the bell rang and greeted him with “Good Morning, Rodrick.”  Red later told Lyman he felt trapped.  He had to acknowledge the greeting, but if he spoke he would drip juice, so he swallowed cud and juice even though experienced chewers had warned him of the consequences, and sounded off with a hearty “Good Morning, Sir.”  

About the middle of the morning, Red asked to be excused, sick.  We saw him leave, paler than usual, and wobbling.  He flopped on the extra bunk at John’s.  It was his sanctuary for 3 days and nights while he vomited and was delirious.  On the fourth morning, at John’s request, Lyman delivered a hot pot of Campbell’s chicken noodle soup and crackers.  Red recovered and graduated that spring.  John had fathered him through a crisis.

HAYING WITH JOHN

Some years before this, John holding the reins lightly while the horses seemed happy to be out of the barn and chained to John’s wagon.  His little dog sat next to him and a hired hand rode along.

When we got to the hayfield about 2 miles west on Big Brook road, we found the hay had been cut, dried, raked and stacked into neat cocks rounded off to shed water.  John drove the team and stacked the hay that was tossed up to him so the load was balanced.  His little dog was all business.  He was on the ground and caught and killed field mice and gophers that had sought shelter under haycocks when the field was cut.  We were entertained, and John chortled with pride.

We three barefoot boys were checked out by John on packing the loose hay as he placed it, to make a firm balanced load.  This was important as the load began to extend above the sides of the rack.  I guess we ended up about twelve feet above the ground.  John had to reach down and catch the fork full that was thrust or tossed upward, by the ground crew that had been doubled.  The hayrack load went higher.  The Reverend Richer, a lay pastor, joined us from his home nearby.  It took a deft, rhythmic timed movement by two men to move the hay now from ground to the top of the hayrack. 

When the rack was loaded, the ground crew helped us down and we gathered in the shad beside a clear spring for a refreshing drink and lunch.  Naturally, John watered the team first and tied nose buckets of grain around their heads so they could lunch with us.  The Reverend sat with us awhile to rest and cool off.  He had stripped to his waist.  I was surprised to note he was hairy as an ape.  This did not square with how I thought a Holy man should look.  No vulgar or profane language had been used that day.  Mother’s lunch, as usual, was tasty and ample.  

We kids climbed on board with a lift from John, who reached down for his dog and bunk mate, handed up by the hired hand, who then joined us and we headed back to town with John in charge, his face screened by his broad brimmed straw haying hat.

The return trip was the ultimate in comfort, a full belly, a slow, steady motion high above the dust and sounds of wheels and clanking chains on the gravel road.  We laid in a bed of sweet smelling cured hay that must have been six to eight feet deep after looking down on the horses and roadside greenery for awhile, feeling reassured of the permanence of our world by a look at John’s straight, broad back, further reinforced by his exhausted dog relaxed in slumber beside him, I, too, settled down on my back and fell into a deep sleep.

There was much to report at the supper table that night, and now, 70 years later, I see in John what poor people were seeking.  He had no children, but his horses were provided for, thanks to hay loads carefully stacked beside his barn, and top of the line wheat and oats shipped in from the Grain Belt.  The horses did a hard days work and were rewarded for it.  His hired hands were paid the going wages, when due, and they earned their pay.  His fuel was accessible and would carry him through the winter.  His dog and bunkmate was secure and not an abandoned, neglected creature.  It was a matter of priorities of management and of values.

CELEBRATING OUR FOURTH OF JULY

John had a tradition for expressing his patriotism on the Fourth of July.  At 4:00 AM, an enormous charge of dynamite shook the town and awakened the residents.  John had done it again.  Folks knew it was done right and there was never any objection.  It sort of went with the National Anthem and the flag.  This was in contrast to the reaction to three teenagers who set off a charge in the village in one of Mr. Drummond’s fields.  It shook the town and broke windows in the Catholic Church.  A second charge was timed to explode in the park beside the railroad tracks as the passenger train passed through.  It broke windows in the train and shook up the passengers.  Railroad detectives ran down three teenagers and they confessed to the dynamiting and shooting several of Mr. Drummond’s prize Hereford steers.  Chicago, Northwestern Railroad was prepared to bring charges and hoped to get reform school sentences.  Mr. Drummond, a big stockholder, was opposed.  He won, the boys got probation and stayed in Cable.

The bachelors, Frank Drummond and John Eric, were poles apart in wealth and lifestyles, but both had positive impacts on our town and us kids.

Our Dad always got in on the Fourth of July tradition.  We would get back to sleep after John Eric’s 4:00 AM blast, and before we had fully checked out of this world, our room would be engulfed in sound, smoke and vibrations.  Dad had sneaked in and dropped a five-inch firecracker under our bed.  I don’t believe they can be purchased today.  He followed up with the bunk shack call of the night watchman, “Daylight in the swamp.”  As we got older, he referred to our bed as “The Boar’s Nest.”  He got the reaction he sought, and we could not feign indifference to this double assault.  Mother’s southern fried chicken, young peas, new potatoes, hot rolls and strawberry shortcake topped off with ice cream creaked by the Fisk boys and cooled by the one block of ice the Dad bought yearly, made for this long sentence, but the meal was worth it!

We had our own firecrackers shot off under supervision, topped off with sparklers after dark.  I do not believe it enhanced our love of country, but it was quite a day.

The firecrackers launched a new program for Lyman, and he found use for me.  When we were trusted to set them off alone, we aspired to more and bigger ones for the sole purpose of researching their potential and the parameters in which they would function.  For example, we walked south to the Namakagon River Bridge with a variety of firecrackers and media to be tested.  In a sense, it became our hydro laboratory, we learned what fuses would burn under water and started to develop mental tables of fuse burning time.  We could lob lighted crackers from the bridge and note time before explosions.  We floated them downstream on miniature rafts, cans, and yes, bottles, and observed results.  They were buried in sand, gravel, rocks and mud along the shore to check media variations.

Our backyard was better equipped for more sophisticated research.  We studied the distance skyward a can would go an found it was a function of the base as well as power of the firecracker.  heavy metal or concrete was the best launching pad.  Sand fizzled.  The zenith of our studies was Lyman’s “Eureka” flash when he associated this explosive power with a headless truck engine canted on its side in the backyard.  The pistons were loose.  He worked one in and out a few times then slid it out and dropped it back in the cylinder.  I would seat the piston, pronto.  We would stand clear and observe.   The explosion was muffled, but what an arc! We could not begin to get the height and distance throwing the piston.  It anticipated the flying saucer, as silent and graceful as a large gliding bird.  That concluded our research into the potential of firecrackers.

I did not understand in the twenties and thirties, but rough weather was moving in on John.  In addition to logging running down, the truck and Caterpillar engines were replacing horsepower. John and his dog were aging, as were his horses, and he made no move to replace them with younger horses.  He was more loyal to past service than future promise.  

One of his beloved Bays perished in quicksand while pasturing beside McDonald’s creed.  We saw the site.  Alders had been  uprooted in a great circle where the horse tried to paw his way to freedom.  Wise men said the Bay exerted himself to exhaustion, overheated his body and the cold spring water brought on fatal chills.  A piece of John disappeared in that quicksand.

We 3 were warned about the quicksand.  We found the beds and explored them like one would a cave or any other phenomenon filled with mystery and terror.  We used brush and light logs and only one guy ventured in at a time and extricated himself.  Naturally, he had to get in deeper to where he could not make it out alone.  Then poles and brush were extended and by lying prone and trying to kick while grasping a pole with comrades straining on the other end, finally the suction would break and out would come a wet, muddy, chilled, relieved , elated hero.  I even got a turn.  We learned our lessons and never tried to solo at this;  it was a team sport. 

BACK TO JOHN

As word filtered our way, we gathered he was welcomed upstairs where the parents resided with four of their five daughters.  One of the daughters, who was probably old enough to qualify as an old maid, was alleged to be John’s girl friend, although I never saw them together. It was said that he enjoyed a meal with the family and returned to his shack later. 

John was never the subject of gossip, which was an essential component of conversations in Cable.  As I overheard it, women got together and exchanged information, sometimes comic, other times mixed with acid or pathos.  The women shared choicest with their spouses .  this was a mutual exchange. It was called “men’s talk” when men passed tales along to their gender, and “gossip” when women shared with their kind.  We Fisk kids learned early that when Maggie Halstead, wife of Baldy, owner of the Cable Hotel two doors north of us on County Trunk D, dropped in with her ear trumpet, there was headline news afloat.

John, on his terms, gave much to Cable.  The handful of older men who wandered in for a smear game when John was not out on a job, used his shack as their stag senior center.  Can you calculate what it meant to their aging spouses to get them out of the house?  I would guess the three seniors, Bill Ewing, Nacy Crystal, and Jack Gardner, were born about 1850, and were in the first dribble that settled Cable in the 1870’s and 80’s.  they were in their seventies when I knew them.  Jack Gardner had lost his right hand thumb, lopped it off with a double bit axe while splitting kindling on a chopping block.  He was described as a deadly fighter with a stranger.  Jack was lanky, and about 6’4”.  When he squared off to an opponent, in a single movement he stepped back and kicked him under the chin.  One blow settled it. 

The young men who worked for John dropped in between jobs. It was sort of USO for them;  no music or hostesses, but cross generational conversation and a place to compete with exaggerated tales of their sexual exploits.  Some of our teachers were referred to and this made it hard for me to respect them, because mother had gotten through to me early as to the “fallen nature” of “loose women.”    But let’s get back to the game!

When fourth was needed at the card table, sometimes John would sit in.  He would peal forth with a great laugh when he captured an opponent’s “jack,” or when a kibitzer hit a humorous chord.  If the old boys got at each other and couldn’t settle it, John would raise his voice, backed by his dog’s barking, and suggest the game terminate for the day.

I can still see and hear the old men’s arthritic fingers and rough nails scraping the cards toward them when they won a hand.  The suppleness of the prehensile grasp was gone.  I used to stare at the hardwood table top furrowed from years of scraping.

When an old boy was out-foxed or luck went against him, he would refer to his adversary as “You old son-of-a-bitch or bastard.”  We kids were hearing the nuances of language.  In this context, they were terms of affection, while in another, they were fighting words.

Sometimes John read his westerns or detective stories while the card game went on.  Usually the men sensed knock off time without his saying it was time to go.  I never saw a man throw a spent match or butt on his clean floor.  He was never the object of kidding.  He had dignity, class and standards.  He set a tone like a revered, not feared, general.

FIRE NEXT DOOR

Whittwer’s house burned in the middle of the night.  Mom wakened us and told us to follow her to the front yard, out the living room door.  The school bell rang.  Husky young men took over, equipped only to watch the flammable place destroyed.  Decision makers thought  the pump house could ignite and in turn, torch our place.  Lee Perry circled the inside of it and severed each stud with one blow from a pole axe and it was upended into the flames.  Busy Mom carried out what she could.  We boys followed her and tried to help.  I spotted our big soup kettle and carried it to safety.  She laughed when I reassured her, “Now we can have soup.”

The embers cooled, as did the talk of fires set for insurance.  The well hole and Whittwer’s cellar were filled in.  We never  had a well on our property for home use after that.  I assume Dad bought Whittwer’s lot and Grandpa cultivated a bountiful garden on it, much of which Mother preserved for winter.

A fire was a community affair;  folks turned out.  The strong young men brought good axes and did some chopping, since they were untrained in fire fighting.  Some of the holes in the few homes which survived a fire were in roof sections far removed from the site of the fire. Doors and windows were randomly smashed.  There were complaints;  cellars were invaded and canned fruits saved for special occasions were devoured.  Home brew would be carted off to slake a thirst.

In a sense, it was a festive affair.  Youth found some fun and humor and shared stories the next day.  The best in people welled up, too.  Lodging, temporary housing and refurnishing of make-do or permanent quarters, along with donations of food and clothing, were commonplace.

TOUCHING ALL BASES WITH MOM

Like many small towns, Cable went for baseball in the twenties and thirties.  The baseball farm system was not developed and roads were not conducive to travel.  Few families owned an auto and there was no TV;  a few owned radios.  Big league games were not coming our way except at World Series time, in the thirties, so we drew a local crowd for Sunday games.

I became a regular on the men’s team when I was 13 and weighed less than 100 pounds.  It was easy;  the manager called his troops together in May 1929, tried to smooth out a few rough spots from winter damage, and scheduled a  practice.  Actually, I was in their farm system from 1922 when I weighed in at about 50 pounds.  I never missed a practice or in-town Sunday game after that unless I was out of town on family matters. So I returned out for my 8th season in 1929.  When heads were counted, the team came up short a right fielder, so I made the team without dissent.  At age 6 when I first discovered the men practicing, every muscle and nerve in my body said “join them.”  Dad said no and added that I might break a finger and be unable to work.  Mom came through as usual.  She coached me to head for the front door when dad went out the back door to his power plant.  She told me to duck low behind the shrubs in front of Whittwer’s house as I streaked for the diamond. Just across County D about one half block from our place.  What a woman!  She had Lyman’s bravado!  I now think she had made a decision that her boys would not be denied what Dad had missed when he was growing up.  She felt that his position was irrational and she was playing hardball with him! 

I broke in by trying to be useful.  What did men do in practice and what could I do to help?  It was obvious that time and money were in short supply.  Balls cost money.  They had to be found when fouled off during batting practice.  The men took time off from to look for lost balls, so I learned to keep my eye on the fouls and find them better than anyone.  I began to station myself where the foul balls were hit an would anticipate the direction of the balls.

There I was, the only kid in town interested in shagging foul balls.  I was the only full time specialized foul ball shagger.  It paid off.  They started loaning me on old glove.  Someone gave me a soft, worn out one that I slept with and hid from Dad.  My first baseball had been taped tightly with friction tape.  I tossed it in the air at home and caught it.  For variation, I threw it up on the roof at an angle and ran for it,  or lobbed it forward and ran and caught it – sometimes.

This led to hanging out behind the backstop, trying to catch fouls.  I did, rarely.  I was always available to toss the ball with a guy waiting to  bat.  Then Lee Perry discovered me.  He was about 19  and the greatest player the town ever produced –pitcher, their baseman, and clean up hitter.  In late innings of a close game the frenzied home crowd expected a home run form him and he would oblige often enough to draw fans, some of whom came only to savor the expected victory. 

Lee became my sponsor.  He made the difference in the team’s wins and there was no objection, as dusk cam on, to his showing me how to chose the bat and he’d lob a few pitches over at the end of batting practice, so I got in  few swings.  He also saw that I got to field a few grounders.  He called me his pro, so I had an authentic baseball hero.  When he homered, I danced as he rounded the bases in our unfenced diamond and jumped on his back at home plate.  I became a part of the celebration.

Cities honor athletic heroes after championship victories.  One can sense the uniting, pulling together of people akin to victorious ending of a war.  There are no strangers – we are brothers.  Such was the climate when the baseball score was settled in our favor after a tense contest, especially when climaxed by a Lee Perry home run.  On Monday following a hard fought victory, the village wore the calm of a cleansing rain.  We were at peace with ourselves and the world, and my hero had made it all possible!  All this had no relevance in my home.  John Eric’s shack carried on Monday the victory vibes that were dear to my heart.

During our home games the visiting spectators stood along the first base line.  There were no bleachers. When their team was leading and they pressed forward toward the base line, local, self-appointed ushers pushed them back with clubs.  This never happened when the larger, noisier, more intrusive home spectators intrusive home spectators intruded on the base line.  I guess our “ushers” were exercising the local option rule.  Godfrey Ruf and Zanky Biss had sons on the team and were regular first base line guards.  They also passed their hats for collections, which were always better when we  were winning.  

One Sunday, we were playing an Indian Reservation team that was hard to beat.  They had an excellent pitcher.  Godfrey rode him throughout the game.  In the late inning he invited Godfrey to the plate to show the boys how to do it.  Godfrey was in his late forties.  He grabbed a bat, stepped in, and lined a double into the outfield.

Lee and I became buddies.  He was the only child of “Mr. Big” in Cable. L.D. Perry was postmaster, president of the bank, owner of the Ford car, truck and tractor agency, deacon in the Congregational church, Masonic Lodge member, and a considerable property owner who kept an eye out for good buys such as mortgage foreclosures.  Mother held him up to her sons as a model of a gentleman because he always tipped his hat.  This never took with us.  We did get counter intelligence data from listening in on unguarded  conversations between lesser local men.  They seemed to regard the hat tipping as another form of “business proposition” to interested women.  

Lee and I established a cross generational bond on his terms.  I tried to learn his schedule and be around, if he needed me.  After high school, he spent a year at Northland  College in Ashland.  It was affiliated with the Congregational church.  Lee played football and basketball.  I never heard him discuss his studies.  After that year, he was back in Cable.  I never found his schedule, but he didn’t work full time.  He did some hunting, fishing and trapping.  In baseball season Lee and a few other young men worked out during the day, and I tried to be with them.

Most of the baseball team members were older men with families and regular jobs as section hands, mechanics or teamsters.  They practiced about two nights during the week and this was taken seriously.  The out of town Sunday games were a fringe benefit for the married men.  There was a freedom in being away from family cares.  Prohibition was on, and the old boys landed at an out of the way farm house that made good home brew.  There were no shower facilities, so these affairs would begin as soon as possible and go on with a few snacks until the friendly farm folks suggested that “tomorrow was another working day.”  Some housewives were not enthusiastic that the fathers of their children were burping beer at midnight.  

Lee was said to have an active nightlife and was known to be well received by some young women.  I heard him referred to as a playboy and spoiled rich  kid.  Those labels didn’t take with me.

FIRST SNOWMOBILE

The Ford agency had the first snowmobile in Cable, about 1924.  It was a factory modified Model T.  Runners replaced front wheels, two wheels in tandem on each side replaced the single rear wheels and an endless belt with metal cleats was supposed to keep it from sinking into deep snow and provide traction.  In the dead of winter Lee invited me to ride along in it while he delivered a death notice telegram to a lumberjack.  We headed east about 15 miles to a logging camp that housed about 500 men.  Roads were not plowed in those days.  They developed a narrow sleigh-width path of compacted snow.  It was slow going for the snowmobile.  It slid off the center  sled trail and zigzagged for about two hours to the camp.

The high point, of course, was being with Lee.  The mechanical innovation did not impress me.  The cook shack was open to all visitors.  We headed for it after Lee took care of his errand.  I had never seen anything like a cook shack for 500 men.  Just a corner near the door provided space for an enormous wood burning cook stove and wood box.  Around the corner were open shelves with food stored in cans and glass.  Huge kettles, frying pans and griddles surrounded the stove.  The cook and his assistant seemed glad to see us.  They served up dried fruit pie, cake and cookies.  Lee had coffee and I had a tin cup with a mix of canned milk and water.  The spectacle was the long tables set with tin plates, cups, knives, forks and spoons.  Imagine slinging  chow at 500 men!  It was warm at the table near the range where we sat.  I liked the smell of beef and cabbage boiling in kettles big enough to scald a pig at butchering time.  We had no complaints when we took off for home.   Lee was busy swinging the steering wheel.  I fell asleep after giving a report  at supper that evening.  

Lee acquired a stray Dachshund one winter and I got in on my first two rabbit hunts.  There was snow and we rode in the snowmobile.  Bill Biss was along.  On the first hunt we went east of Cable about 3 miles on County highway D to a deep pot hole (glacial lingo).  The old road bypassed it, but now one drives through it and, thanks to modern technology, is not aware of this pothole.  There was the usual mix of second growth forest- white birches, poplars, balsam fir, spruce, alder and soft maples, with a scattering of giant virgin pine stumps and huge discarded logs, many times the butt log with some rot or a hollowed center.  Quite a sight with a foot or so of soft, virginal white snow.  I had never seen the ugliness of polluted snow.  The two men were impressed with the skill of the little dog in finding snowshoe hare runways and bringing the hares, in their perfectly blended winter white coats, at an easy lope around to where the hunters were stationed.  I stood while the dog did the work.  A  kid usually drove out the rabbits.  It changed the cadence and pitch of its bark once and Lee got the message.  We walked into the bottom of the hollow and the little fellow was  trapped by an old pine log, too think for this short legs to hurdle.  Lee lifted him over the log and the hunt was on again. Shortly, Bill fired and had another kill.  

Our second hunt was on a town road south of Cable.  There were few “Keep Out” or “No Trespassing” signs or fences in those days.  Asking permission to hunt private property was almost unheard of.  Lee brought along an extra gun for me.  It was a double barreled 12-guage. He loaded it and showed me how to cock it only when I was ready to shoot, and left me on the road.  There was a thick growth of young white pines.  I could see only a few feet into the woods.  Lee told me there was a good runway along the road and to stay right there.  I do not remember firing anything before this but our BB gun, although I must have because I recall no apprehension and this was not my nature.  Possibly being with Lee bolstered my courage.

Shots were fired and soon a snowshoe came hopping beside the road with the petite hound about 15 feet behind and not pressing it.  I pulled up my coked gun, aimed or pointed (there is a difference), and fired.  The charge swept the snow from under the hare.  He described a circle in the air and came down running.  I walked a few feet down the road toward where he had disappeared.  Lee and bill had marveled at how the little dog could turn a rabbit when you missed and bring it back for a second chance.  I was alert and sure enough, the rabbit saw me as he approached and stopped behind a snow covered mound.  It ducked so only one black eye was visible.  I pulled down and pressed my other trigger.  The roar and kick startled me again, but I saw my victim lurch as he instinctively started to jump away from me and fall.  The magic dog veered off and I soon heard shots.  I laid the empty gun down on the road and plunged into the snow to retrieve my prize.  Carrying this limp creature warmed me.  I felt no remorse, only satisfaction, because I had followed Lee’s directions.

Lee and Bill unloaded some of their bag on me.  Mom was glad to get them on no one objected to the way they graced our table, but these were not the first rabbits I turned over to our chef.  A winter or two before this Dad had walked me through the snow down to the thick swamp where McDonald’s creek headed.  We kids called it a Christmas tree swamp and we cut several Christmas trees there when Dad turned that exciting chore over to us.  Dad showed me how to fashion a snare from stovepipe or picture frame wire and how to attach it to a small spruce limb that hung over a rabbit trail.  He explained that rabbits stick to trails that they pack down for easy travel in deep winter snow, and they ensnare themselves as they lope along their trail.

Dad knew so much of the lore of the wilds.  He was so at home in back country!  As a child he was helping put up wild meadow hay that grew along a trout steam in the Wolf Creek Country where his Dad’s farm lay.  During a break, a Native American senior showed him how to catch a big grasshopper, fashion a string harness around it, and gently work it down through the marsh grass that stood rank along the stream.   Trout hanging out in deep water under over hanging banks saw it as just another meal sent their way.  His mentor cautioned patience, giving the trout plenty of time to swallow the bait since there was no hook, and then easing the trout ashore gently, so it did not panic and  struggle for freedom.

It was exciting the next morning to follow our tracks down and into the dark swamp and check the snares.  There was my first snowshoe rabbit with the big back feet that gave him his name and kept him on top of deep snow, and his white winter coat that helped hide him from raptors and foxes and ermine that, like us, would make a meal of him.  Thanks to dad, I had a rabbit to bring to Mother, who cleaned it, and we had rabbit with onion, bay leaf, carrot and potatoes, all cooked together in a tasty gravy.

Soon I was checked out on how to clean rabbits by spreading and nailing their back legs to the old red barn, and pulling their skin and entrails down and beheading them, leaving the carcass to freeze and hang until mother’s menu called for rabbit.  The waste was saved for dog food or bait for fur bearing animals.  Now I was launched as a provider for the table. 

Dad brought home venison, ducks and ruffed grouse in fall, and trout and bass through the summer.  We raised our own chickens and when the cash flow permitted, Dad would buy a small butchered pig for lard and winter pork.

Mother had an insatiable appetite for fish and Dad took care of her summer needs.  I began to bring I bluegills and crappies from Cable Lake, shore caught with worms and cane pole.  Mother always responded with a hearty appetite, affection and sweets.  Dad came down pretty hard on me to get the message across, that no one brought home game without personally cleaning it.  It was food and not to be wasted!  

In the winter, mother bought fish. We had canned mackerel and salmon.  She bought smoked white fish and pickled and frozen herring.  She and I relished dried codfish gravy over potatoes, while the rest of the family complained of the taste and odor.

ICE FISHING FOR MOTHER

Lee Perry came to her rescue on her request for winter fish, but put Mother in quandary.  He invited me to go ice fishing on a school day.  What a dilemma for Mom, my missing school for fresh fish!  She finally yielded to the flesh and I was to report to Perry’s kitchen door at the prescribed time.

I had no clock and could not sleep all night.  Mom helped me lay out the warmest clothing I had and went over breakfast with me.  I got up and turned on the kitchen light where I was to dress, so as not to bother the family.  Mother intercepted me and told me it was too early and to go back to bed.  I got up again, dressed and ate a bowl of cold cereal ever so quietly, and sneaked out the door heading for Perry’s.  It was a beautiful winter night with a clean thick mantle of snow and a star spangled heaven.  The Northern Lights were on display, like a proud metropolis on a far off mountain chain.

There was no light at Perry’s.  Mom had warned me not to knock on the door.  I stood around until I could not stand upright against the shakes form the cold, and finally plodded back home on heavy feet, thinking he had left without me.  Our doors were never locked so I tried to sneak in, but when I turned on the kitchen light, mother, who was always there told me it was too early.  This revived me and I light-footed it back to Lee’s after a warm up in our kitchen.  The distance of about one block seemed short, and my heart was pounding with anticipation.  I knew Lee meant it when he said he would not wait.  After standing around with a lump in my throat for what seemed like an eternity, Perry’s kitchen light came on and I was at the door.  Lee smiled.  I asked the time; he told me about 4:00, and made bacon, eggs and toast.  I had mine with a glass of milk and he took his with a mug of black coffee. Lee was hearty and deliberate.  I was impulsive and darted.  He moved slowly and gave the impression of being in charge, like Lyman.  Lee followed his father and spent most of his life self-employed.   He, too, could cut a deal.  I understand he was quite successful at buying and auctioning off failed farms and equipment during the Great Depression.  He had the presence, patience and autonomy to succeed at baseball, business or romance.  He was my hero, but hardly my model.

We took off for Cable Lake with our lunches and gear on Lee’s sled.  Artificial light was not was not called for in keeping us on the trail.  The reflection from the Aurora  Borealis bouncing off the pristine snow created a canopy of light that was reassuring.  A trail crossed Drummond's fields, past his bunk and cook shacks, the barns and sheds, and onto the lake.  The great swinging gates were open for the winter as all cattle were in the sheds.  A walk through the Narrows took us out to a weed bed in the main lake about one and  a half miles from town.

We were the first out that morning and he selected our holes and broke the thin later of ice that had frozen since they were last used.  He then unwound heavy chalk lines from each tip-up and stuck the butt end into a small mound of snow he scraped together with his foot, and over which he splashed some water that froze around the base of the tip-up, assuring that it would remain upright.  It was probably –10 F.  Lee impaled a delicate silver shiner under its backbone on a hook about the size of a curved index finger.  The hook was tied to a wire leader- large fish have sharp strong teeth for grabbing and holding their food, usually smaller fish.  They would likely cut a line but not a metal leader as they struggle for freedom when they are hooked by an attractive shiner bait.

We were allowed five lines each and a  license was not required then.  When the lines were set, Lee grabbed his pole axe and we headed for the wooded shore line opposite where summer cottages stood, including Dr. Harmon’s .  Lee was so well equipped and organized.  I was 11 and he was only 20 and so reassuring to be with.

Lee was searching for dead, dry wood.  It is surprising how much it is a part of living woods- small dead trees standing and fallen, large downed limbs, firm stumps and logs that will give up a slab.  We tried to push over snags that were alive with grubs, bugs, and worms in the summer, and served as drums and homes for woodpeckers.  We headed back to our site, dragging and carrying our loads, and dropped them beside the ashes of earlier fires.

Lee split pieces from the old pine we brought in, and using his knife, made a pile of shavings to which he touched a match while I fed small dry twigs to our miniature fire, and we soon had a fine, one-match blaze going.  I asked him why the fire did not burn a hole through the ice.  It was of concern to me.  Lee pointed  out that the fire thickens the ice, it melts and refreezes with the ashes and snow.  Obvious, really, but seemingly contradictory.  The ice grows thicker under the fire.

He re-set the green pole beside the fire pit by ramming one end of it into the snow and piling ice blocks on top of it.  He then pressed the pole into the snow and piling ice blocks on top of it.  He then pressed the pole into the crotch of the of the second pole already in place.  Lee had me fetch water in his blackened syrup bucket which he hung at the end of the pole directly over the fire.  Lee poured coffee grains from a small jar into the bucket and we then took a look at our lines.  A flag was showing on one of our tipups.  We trotted to the hole.  A lot of line had run out.  Lee tightened the line and began hauling it in, hand over hand.  A 2 foot Northern Pike popped out of the hole and flopped on the ice.  It had swallowed the bait.  Lee used long nosed pliers with which he extracted the hook.  

After Lee rebaited and reset the flag on the tipup, we went back to the fire.  He explained that the fish had grabbed the minnow like a snake on a fast pass.  He then paused to turn it and start swallowing the minnow.  Fishermen jerk the bait and hook out of the fish’s mouth too often because they do not understand this process, or they become impatient.  He suggested setting the hook after the fish resumes a slow swim, not during its initial pass.  The guy knew a lot besides baseball!

The coffee was boiling so Lee adjusted the pole to a simmer.  He poured 2 big tin cups.  I told him I did not drink the stuff.  I had watched Mother, Dad and Grandpa relax like an alcoholic or drug addict after their first shot of coffee in the morning.  Mom finally let me sip from her cup.  It was bitter.  I have tried many times and never felt any stimulus or drug effect.  It is not my cup of tea!  He told me to take my mitts off and wrap my hands around my cup to warm them.  It did.

Lee then fueled the fire and handed me a walking stick, a select piece of firewood, and told me to make the rounds and break the fresh frozen ice in our holes.  He explained that if a fish hit or grabbed our bait we would probably lose bait and fish.  Sure enough, there was  a thin layer of ice forming around our lines.  He was breaking me in right.  I never had to be reminded again to make ice breaking rounds.  It was also something to do, and warmed my feet, mom wanted fish, and I aimed to please her.

Winding the wet lines around the tipup frames stiffened up already chilled hands.  Lee got everything on the sled, including a gunny sack nearly stuffed with Northerns.  The hike took the chill out of my body, but my hands and feet were still numb.  World War II  research later developed adequate frigid temperature outdoor wear.  Lee said he did not care to clean the fish, so I dragged the sack home.  It was dark when I reported in.  Mom treated me like a hero.  She put each foot and hand in a wash basin of warm water while I gave the family gathered in the kitchen a glowing report on ice fishing with Lee.  We did not have zippers in those days;  I was pleased when my hands thawed and I could button my fly.  Mother was elated with the fish.  They were frozen stiff and she cleaned them before they thawed and put them on the back porch for the night.  The next morning, mother poked each one head first into snow banks two to four feet high formed from snow shoveled to keep our paths open.  She put a small stick above each fish as a marker.  We had baked fish as a routine winter dish, and lee had set me in motion as an ice fisherman.

THE BIG CATCH

That spring or the following one, Lee invited me to check some traps with him.  It was a beautiful spring day, the snow was gone.  We drove east to the Ghost and Number Two Lake country.  The logging camp where Lee had delivered the death telegram was gone.  We parked on an old logging road in a recently clear cut area that had burned over.  Men claimed the fire was set for insurance after logging terminated.  I do not know.  It looked like World War I country that had been leveled by artillery.  Nature had not had time to stem the runoff and set deep roots, but a smattering of raspberry canes and tiny poplar, forerunners to bigger things, were cropping up.

We were walking an old logging road with neat piles of charcoaled logs beside it.  In front of us I could see a black object struggling for freedom.  Lee quickened his long strides.  Ahead was a fill across a steep gully.  Cull logs had been used and layered over with sand, an ideal place to bury traps for wolves.  They seek such spots to drop their scat and roll around in sun and sand.  The trapped animal was digging in a full circle s I tried to free its rear legs.  In fact, it had thrown up a mound of sand under itself from its long digging ordeal.  I had seen red foxes and Dad once came home  with a Cross Fox, but this rare creature was jet black with a white tipped tail and long silver hairs extending and shimmering well beyond the black mass;  a  rare flower in the desolate country, and I suspect doing well on rodent fare. 

Laidback Lee was excited, but in complete control.  He straddled the fox and held its mouth shut.  He then had me kneel behind him and as he moved forward slowly, I replaced him until my hands held the jaws shut and my body weight rendered the fox inert.  Lee was a 190 pounder and I weighed little more than 70 pounds.  He then tied the fox’s front legs together and what was left of its back legs.  Each rear foot was in a separate trap and both legs were broken and mangled by its struggle for freedom.  It was not a pretty sight.

As I eased my pressure of the fox’s head it rise, it snapped at  me and grazed the skin of my wrist.  There was no bleeding, but I showed the evidence at home and school.  How many kids have been bitten by a wild silver tipped black fox?

Lee carried it to the car in a gunny sack.  When we returned to his home, I helped him put it in a large cardboard box with water and food.  It was caught in early spring and its pelt slipped a little  they shed their heavy prime winter pelt and lighten up for the summer heat.  Lee wanted to hold it until the next winter when its pelt would be prime. I checked the next day and found it was not eating.  Lee chloroformed it and had a stole made form its pelt for Bea.  She was a young high school English teacher in Drummond.  She told me after their marriage that she never cared for baseball but when to a Drummond and cable game one Sunday and asker her teacher friend who the Cable pitcher was.  She told her friend she was going to marry him.  I was not consulted, but would have approve the match.  

The first time I saw Bea with the fox draped around her neck, it startled me. She had lively green eyes and I saw in them the look of fear and defiance that I sensed in the spent black orchid of a fox when we came up to it in such ugly circumstances.  From my park bench, I now see them both as Lee’s prisoners.

 Bea and Lee were married that spring and lived next to the Congregational church.  They had me in for an attractive spaghetti dinner.  I was impressed and reported to mom.  Within the year they left Cable and he went to work for the state as a game warden.  There were remarks floating around town that he ought to be good at it because he had been well versed in violating game laws. I never got to be a baseball team mate of Lee’s.

A NEW ENTERPRISE FOR DAD

Dad was always a busy soul.  He had the power and telephone service operating.  He was doing plumbing and electrical work and, of course, hunting, fishing and trapping beyond the recreational level, but I guess he grew restless. He set up a modest cord wood cutting operation east of Cable, off the McCloud  Lake Road, at the site of Snyder’s old logging camp, where there was good maple, birch and oak.  He sort of “staked a claim”  to quarters.  Grandpa was installed in an intact end of an old building.  He was set up to cook, sleep and bach there.  A husky young Dane, Victor Nelson, was hired through the U.S. employment office in Duluth, Minnesota. He had driven a 20 mule team for the Borax Company in California. Victor cut, split and piled up cord wood.  Dad developed a market for it al lodges, resorts and summer homes around the lake.  There were a few massive granite fireplaces that burned the 4 foot logs, or the wood could be cut to shorter sizes by the buyers.  Dad hauled it in the Fort truck.

CHIPMONKING WITH GRANDPA

Baching with Grandpa was fun.  The crude housing and stark ambiance was of no consequence.  We were in the center of a clear cut old hemlock forest.  Tombstone like beached white stumps stood out in all directions, like  western ghost town before it is renewed as a tourist attraction.  Not a shade tree around, just raspberry bushes, shrubs and struggling scrubby evergreens, but we were so free.  Just go to the toilet anywhere when there was  a need to, and Grandpa was so relaxed and happy.  He hummed a lot.  

He asked us if we would like to catch chipmunks.  “Sure, but how?”  He showed us how.  We made a trap with a cardboard box with a short stick holding up one end of it, a string attached to one end of the stick, a hole cut in the top of the box, some dry cereal placed under the tilted box. Chipmunks dart under the box and fill side pockets in their mouths with winter food sand some for little chippies.  We peek at them from  behind our hideaway.  Grandpa tells us to be still and patient.  He was so wise, and we had to learn.  Chipmunks sit up and use their font paws to push our bait into their mouths.  Just being still and watching and listening, one can learn a lot.  Lyman pulls the string, the box drops, we dash to it.  Lyman reaches in, the chippy bites him.  We tell grandpa, he gives us gloves.  We put the captive in a large food can like a small thin metal barrel that grandpa gives us and lay some boards over the top.  Back to the live trapping- more success – and I get to catch one, but could not get it out of the box.  They jump and run and wiggle.  They were afraid and had a  family to look after.  Lyman tried to catch two at once, and finally did.

It is hot and grandpa is kind.  He tells us to store them in the shade by his shack and gives us food and water for them.  Water is hauled in by dad, milk cans.  He stops by and grins at our chippies, then heads for Cable to start up the power plant.  He has been doing plumbing or electrical work at a lake home or resort all day.

The second day we got caught up in the numbers game. How many chippies could we catch? We got the number up to the low teens.  There is a great variation in their size and color, like people.  They must be coming from all over – news of food is getting out to them the same as to us, when anything is free.

Grandpa asked us how many we planned to catch.  We had no plan, so we had no answer.  The next morning our container was  tipped over and one could feel freedom in the air.  We thought it might have been a bear, but now as an old man, I think it was Grandpa.  He was a kind man and did not want to hurt our feelings, but he felt sorry for all those chipmunk parents jailed away from their families.  They had broken no laws, so when he went outside after dark to relieve himself, he relieved them of their worries, too. I imagine the stories  they told when they got home and the warnings they passed out.  “There is no such thing as a free lunch”, “beware of strings”, and “don’t trust humans.”

FIRST AID

Grandpa was taking up the flooring on the old bunk house.  We asked him how he knew it was a bunk house.  He pointed to a low board enclosed square  in the center of the floor.  A barrel stove had stood in the sand that still filled the square to a depth of 4 or 5 inches.  This sand insulated the boards under the stove so they would no ignite.  A watchman kept fires going at night.  There were green poles strung above the stove over which lumber jacks laid their wet woolen socks.  The space was packed with double straw filled bunks.  Bed bugs feasted on lumberjacks’ blood and interfered with sleep for tired bodies.  Just a layer of rough sawed boards and a layer of tar paper  separated the from –40 F outdoors.  The men bedded down early after a ten hour day, and the night watchman hollered “Daylight in the Swamp” at 4:00 AM.  Snow was banked around the building almost to the eaves as winter progressed.  It was excellent free insulation.

Grandpa had a job for us.  We could pry up floor boards.  We started where the stove had stood.  They were heavy with sand mixed with matches and butts.  Imagine the tobacco juice and cuds that sand had absorbed!

Lyman was checked out on prying the boards loose with a crowbar, and I got to push them up until the nails came out of the floor joists and then I dumped them over the side.  We were cautioned to watch out for nails.  With full force, I drove my hand through a long nail.  It entered the palm between the little and ring finger, and did not show through he back side.  I jerked it loose with a howl.  Grandpa was on the scene at once, assessed the situation, and said Dad would not be in until late to take me to a doctor.  He took a pinch of Rite Cut tobacco (like Copenhagen) from his package, put it in his lower lip where he moistened it with his tongue, drawing saliva through it like a kid with a Popsicle.  Grandpa tore a strip from a clean dish towel.  The small cud or pinch of tobacco was pressed firmly into the wound and bound tightly to it with the strip.  He fashioned a sling and admonished me not to use that hand.  I now realize his fear was tetanus.

DR. KATE CLARK

We went in with Dad that evening and Lyman walked with me to Dr. Clark’s home for our first visit.  She lived on the north edge of the village in a second growth white pine grove on the way to the Polish farm settlement.  Remember, most people lived on the fringes in a one half square mile village with a population of 212.

Dr. Clark was a slender, alert, erect, small woman in her sixties.  She was big in our town.  She was something of a mystery, but always available and her presence was reassuring.  Stories abounded about her – the first woman graduate of Rusk Medical School, now University of Chicago Medical School;  that she came to Cable because she “took drugs”;  had a son with a “different last name”!  Some of this was passed around in whispers.  Poor MDs and clergy, we make them different. I heard, as an adult, that she was an underground factory-made cigarette smoker.  She wore long black dresses and button on shoes.  Her actions were quick and business like with me.  She removed the bandage, examined, smelled and disposed of the cud, saying she could not have used anything better.  The antibiotics had not arrived from Heaven at that time.  She looked at the puncture and squirted iodine form a dropper into it, wrapped it and stuck the bandage down with adhesive, telling me to come back so she could have another look in three days.  There was to be no swimming.  We returned to Mom with our medical report.

FAITH IN HEALTH PURVEYORS

I knew when the iodine it the flesh in my hand that I was saved.  I had concluded early that medicines worked inversely to how much they hurt, or how badly they tasted.  For instance, Mother was very bowel conscious, as was Grandpa, her Dad.  Remember, her Mercedes dream was a flush.  When I was a little guy, she would lay  in wait for me on my return form the john.  “Did you have a bowel movement?”  she would ask.  I did not know what it was, thought it was the gas that rolls around the GI tract.  When I answered negatively, she hit me with a tablespoon of Castor Oil.  There was action then, but I did not know it was a BM.  I never objected to the foul smelling and tasting crap, confident that it was of unlimited value.  It took me a long time to learn what a BM was.  I knew what “shit”  was long before, but Mom never used such language.

When it came to matter of health, I rated Mom and doctors up there with God and Jesus.  Mother had “symptoms” all her life, looked for them in me, and she helped me find some.  I was her “sickly child.”  We shared this.  Sometimes I was too busy to heed the symptoms, so they remained in remission.

I had had an earlier visit with Dr. Clark for attention to a bee sting reaction.  I was seven.  We were new in Cable.  We had telephone service, thanks to dad. She came to the house.  I’d guess she stopped on her way to the post office and made a point of getting into all newcomer’s homes.

CLAMMING LEADS TO BEE STING

My bee sting started with a Sunday outing and picnic just above the Namakagon River Bridge off County D.  We parked Dad’s old Model T truck and Mom and her 3 kids piled out.  There were no parks or campsites or fences or “Keep Out” signs for miles in all directions from Cable then.  It was ours!  Dad always started a fire to brew a little coffee.  We kids were in hand-me-down swim suits and waded into rocky trout-cold water.  It was knee deep on Dad and fast moving.  He got us started reaching down for clams that were attached to stones, gravel, logs or whatever.  Dad supplied the incentive by telling us about the hidden riches in calms in the form of pearls.  Mom kept her eye on me when my lips turned blue and I began to shake with cold, she wrapped me in a guest size bath towel. I was back in the water shortly.  We did find some tiny pearls, but dad said they would not brings us fortunes.  After a splendid, Mom-quality picnic, we headed for home and Dad cooked our first fresh water clam supper.

AND THEN MY FIRST BEE STING

The next day, I was in our yard with a pair of clam shells, seeking bumble bees who were busy gathering nectar from clover and dandelions.  I had a quart jar and had managed to imprison a few. I would clamp down, I captured this big buzzer.  I could hear him and feel the vibrations. Apparently, as I tried to transfer him to my jar he escaped, much stirred up.  As he rolled and acrobatted to liberty with his fighter plane gyrations, his tail brushed the back of my right hand.  His stinger found me and ended my trapping project.  I retreated to the fort and its keeper.  It hurt and I cried.  Mom put a soda and water paste on it.  The next morning, the hand and forearm was the size of a small ham.  It took effort and assistance from my left hand to lift the right.  Dr. Clark dropped by and prescribed soaking it three times daily in Standard Smoking Tobacco and water.  She also devised a sling that took some weight off my upper arm and shoulder.  I was not as pumped up and raring to go as usual.  Years later a specialist told me my body didn’t produce the counter to bee toxin and I could die from bee stings.  I knew what that meant!

TWO FIRSTS:  A TRAIN RIDE AND THE CIRCUS

My hand was still in the sling when we had our first train ride to Aunt Lottie’s in Ashland.  Mother was born in Ashland.  Her mother died when she was child and Aunt Lottie and Vi kept house for Grandpa and raised their kid sister, my Mom.

Ringling Brothers and Barnum &Bailey’s Circus was showing in Ashland.  It was our first time at the circus.  We saw their train early in the morning and Main Street was theirs for a parade.  There were a lot of firsts for me.  Women riding on elephants. Piles of elephant dung.  The biggest I had seen was produced by cows and horses. Lots of velvet and gold and glitter.  A band and calliope.  Camels, uniformed circus people all looking happy but probably tired and bored.  The city police were out in uniforms and even a couple of motorcycle cops.  It was a spectacular and Mother knew it was the “Greatest Show on Earth”  for her kids.

In the afternoon, we headed for the circus performance. Here in a tent village was the world’s tallest and shortest man, bearded lady, sword and fire swallowers, and all the other renowned phenomena short of Niagara Falls and Halley’s Comet.  Music came from all directions and barkers on platforms were offering opportunities to step inside their tent and see it all.  

We followed the crowd between faded velvet ropes and started at staked and caged beasts from exotic places, arranged to overwhelm us, and they did as we headed for the big tent.

My eye caught the eye of Leo, the Lion.  He was in this gold plated wheeled cage, heavy as a jail cell, with his keeper looking official.  Just as I made a beeline under the sagging velveteen rope barrier (I guess I had learned the “beeline” from the bumble bee)  I heard Mom half scream, “Lottie, watch Bob!” She had Charlotte by the hand.  I was at the lion’s cage in a flash and my left hand reached up and between the bars.  It was awkward but my good throwing arm was immobilized by the sling.  The lion roared and pounced at my mouse-like hand.  The keeper bellowed, mom screamed, the crowd gasped.  This was circus drama at its best.  I pulled my hand out just as the lion’s paw hit the spot.  I could see and hear his distended claws smack the deck planks of his cage.  My close call was talked about.  It seemed routine to me.  I do not remember after shocks or fear.  As I write this, my motivation is unreachable. I was jolted when I saw Leo, alive.  I knew he was famous, I was not afraid or angry with him or wanting to scare mom or show off.  I just wanted a relationship with Leo.  Lottie and mom seemed grateful t still have me around and I sensed they knew I would bear watching even more.  It never seemed to inhibit me.  

The Big Tent was something, with clowns, performing elephants, a brassy band, blonde and rouge cheeked women bouncing on an off horses.  A barker called our attention to swingers and divers on trapezes, up in the top of the tent near Heaven, taking special risks to entertain us.  It was nail biting time, and we were spent to our last nickel when we got back to Aunt Lottie’s.

THE GOOD LIFE IS MORE THAN FLUSHES

Our Mom was much aware of the Good Life out there.  It was much more than a flush toilet.  Proper speech, manners, and associates were a part of it.  People and life styles were different and there was a path to seek and one to shun.  She felt she had never made it.  Who has?  But she believed this and wanted to help us find the way.

Sunday School at the Congregational church was a must.  Ice fishing, family outings and company could keep us away, but personal excuses were unacceptable.  We stayed on for church with her on special days (I never saw Dad in church)  and wore our new dress outfits that were usually mail ordered yearly in time for Easter service.  Our first long pants were bought home form J.C. Penney’s when Mom took the train to Ashland for shopping and a visit with Lottie. We were in ecstasy.  This rated with the arrival of pubic hair and seminal fluid and being able to carry a 100 pound sack of animal food.  

When new clothing or hand me downs did not fit, she opened up her old Singer and they soon did.  We got a lot of cast off clothes from Aunt Lottie.  Her boys were older and she had more money. Mother was proud and sensitive, but her fear of the poor house kept our backs covered.

Mother went to the town hall when FDR made surplus food available.  She left by a side door with smoked hog jowls, sugar, and other stapes.  She stayed low and slunk like a wise old buck pussyfooting around hunters or slinking for our john with workmen in the backyard.  Give her credit, though, for swallowing her pride and bringing home the bacon.

She was clever at making do, covering up, and getting by. As we got older, she shared some inside jokes with us.  Wisconsin, a productive dairy state, urged its citizens to buy home grown dairy products and boycott margarine, a much cheaper import from the cotton producing  states.  Our state tried to discourage sales of margarine by charging high fees for retail licenses to sell it.  Deep South governors retailed with a boycott of our dairy products.  Dad embraced the state flag and forbade her to ever darken his door with a  pound of margarine.  By law, it could not be sold butter colored;  it was naturally white, so capsules were enclosed in the package for home coloring.

When money was scarce, a common condition, and dad would  say, “I’m a little short this month,” Mom would buy 2 pounds of margarine, color it, add extra salt and mold it into a 2 pound brink with her butter paddle.  Dad would sit down to a good supper. He would dig into the attractive butter mold and spread a thick layer on a slab of her tasty home made bread.  “Whose butter is this? It’s better than usual,” he would say.   The judge had passed sentence.  Mom had won over power and we were glad, but I might have been a little uneasy with the deceit.
FISCAL SOLVENCY

In grade school, the principle of fiscal solvency and independence began to pester me.  Mother lived in dread of the “Poor House” and was never sure where the next meal was coming from.   I sensed Dad’s fluctuations between being “a little short”  and “making it big” unsettled her.

CHORE BOY

At about age of 9 or 10, I started doing chores for Mrs. Velliquet.  The Velliquets had a farm on the Namakagon River, south of town.  There was an old silver mine on the site that attracted Red, Lyman and me.  The farm was abandoned and Mr. Velliquet was dead when we moved to Cable.  Mrs. Velliquet was renting the small houses next to the Congregational church.  I started splitting and carrying wood in  from the wood shed and doing her shopping.  She was small, terribly crippled in one hip, and spoke with a heavy accent.  As a French nurse she had worked in a hospital during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870.  A German shell exploded and she was crippled, a war casualty for life.

She snuffed tobacco, but unlike Chester, did it privately.  I knew, because I did her shopping.  Along with a ring of bologna, bread and canned milk, I often picked up “un box de Copenhagen”.  I could also see a few snuff particles in her nose.  It was always confusing to me.  I heard Mom and her friends questioning the morals of a single girl who smoked cigarettes, yet among three  of the most venerable women in town, one smoked a pipe on her porch, another roller her own cigarettes  in the open, and Mrs. Velliquet was into snuffing.

She seemed to trust me with the money handed out for groceries and came to call me “un good boy.”  I tried to be, and became fond of her and felt sorry for her, crippled and alone.  I was never aware of her seeking sympathy (old people in Cable did not complain), or having a visitor.  She paid me a dime for each trip down town to the store, and to the shed.  This began to build up in a jelly jar I sequestered in my bedroom.

At about age 10, I started delivering papers. The Sunday Minneapolis Tribune was dropped off by the train and I picked up a small pack at our depot.  I got a nickel per paper and sent the balance to the publishers by monthly money order.  It was noticeable that the Sundays went to homes with flushes!  Money was rolling in.

We had a tavern in town that had a nickel slot machine.  Mother forbade us to enter this place of evil, but I delivered a Sunday paper there on our Holy Day.  I guess she granted a dispensation because my money was to go for worthy causes.  I had learned to go to the bank and convert my small change into quarters, halves and dollar bills.  They took less space ands seemed more valuable.  

One Sunday I entered the tavern to make my delivery.  As usual, it was dark, smoky, and had a handful of males  hanging out.  We did not have state lotteries then, but I was looking for ways to augment my capital. I had heard talk about slot machines spewing out jackpots and was impressed,  so I presented the idle bartender with two bits in exchange for five nickels.  I parted with my first and on the second pull of the handle, when the symbols stopped whirling, two cherries lined up and money jingled in the coin dispenser.  I had been taken in  by the two nickels that dropped into the dispenser.  My heart was pumping.  This was short cut to riches.  The handful of nickels, about half my Sunday profits, disappeared, but I learned a lesson for life:  if you can’t take the chance of gambling, avoid it!

HEATING UP MY ECONOMY

Mrs. Whiteford was  a well established Cable widow.  Margaret and Ruth  were her gown daughters.  Ruth was a bubbly redhead who taught school until she married Red Thompson, former St. Olaf college basketball star who, along with Ruth, stormed into town when he became manager of the bank.  Some of the less tactful men in town are alleged to have held Ruth up as a model of what a wife should  be.  I never heard of a wife who had the temerity to use Ruth’s spouse, Red Thompson, as the ideal for the ultimate in distaff marital bliss.  Margaret married Mert Kelly, a local mechanic.  

MOM SUPPORTS MY BOOKKEEPING SYSTEM

Red and Ruth Thompson hired me, at fifty cents weekly, as chore boy.  They rented Perry’s red brick house across from ours.  The Kellys  rented the big house directly across County D from Thompson rental.  Margaret hired me as their chore boy.  I now had three chore jobs and the news paper delivery.  I had doubled my income, up to about $2.00  weekly.  I carried in kindling and wood for their cook stoves and I believe coal for their heaters.  Some people were leaving the home grown wood supply and buying coal trucked from Ashland docks.   I also empties the ashes.  I do not recall shoveling snow or carrying in water.  Both couples partied on Saturday nights, so I was excused on Sunday mornings.  Serving Kellys was a routine;  the Thompsons were pure joy.  They loved life and could not hide it.  Even a kid was pulled into their orbit.

With all this money coming, I had to devise a bookkeeping system.  One should hold oneself accountable, too, I guess, I started with the Sears Roebuck, Montgomery Ward and M. W. Savage catalogs. Long hours were spent poring over their inventories of boys’ winter clothing, trapping, hunting, fishing and baseball equipment.  Out of this came a Dream Master List.  This was broken down into short, reality, and priority lists.  Approximate dates and total costs for each order were noted on the debit side.  Dated sources and amounts of my income were listed on the asset side.  Nothing was set aside for church, charities, family gifts or contingencies.  The incentives for earning and saving were built into the bookkeeping system.  This was a self inflicted homework assignment that I took to full throttle.  I made out my own orders and purchased money orders at the post office to pay for them.  At my request, the little woman checked over the order before it was mailed.  She was an enthusiastic supporter of my program and was a veteran at ordering by mail.  She was also committed to keeping us out of reform school and the poor house.

OUR FIRST HALLOWEEN

Thanks to Mom, we got involved in Halloween spooks for the first time in 1922, our first fall in Cable.  She told us Dad was against it- remember, he grew up without a  childhood  -- but she helped us make tic-tac-toes.  These were empty wooden thread spools with a series of notches made in their surfaces. By putting  pencil or round stick through the center hole and wrapping string around the spool and placing it up against the window, holding it by the stick and jerking smartly on one end of the string, a God-awful noise can be created on the inside of an unsuspecting victim’s house.

Mom had us practice until we could satisfy her urge to startle.  After dark, we headed for Main Street.  Lyman and I had the noise makers, Charlotte went along.  We sneaked up to a kitchen window in Perry’s house.  Mrs. Perry stood in front of the open oven door.  She had a loaf of hot bread in a drying towel and was bent over, squinting and examining it.  Mrs. Perry, wearing mail order glasses on her middle aged eyes, had a seeing problem.  Mom said, “Now!” We wanted to laugh, but were cautioned.  We hit the windows in unison with our tic-tac-toes.  Mrs. Perry straightened abruptly and the dish towel and loaf took off, one thudding on the floor and the other floating down.  Mom made a fast get away with her flock.  Small wonder that Lyman was creative in borderline projects and I was  willing aid.  Sometime later, she paid a visit to Mrs. Perry, who reported the incident to her.  Mother confessed and apologized and they had a hearty laugh.  Imagine a 28 year old mother inducting her children into this kind of family value at the expense of a woman old enough to be her mother.  There was still a lot of kid in mom!

NEIGHBORS AND NEIGHBORHOOD

Katie Halstead grew up in the Hotel, only child of Baldy and Margaret.  A cottage separated us from her.  Georgie Williams, only child of Cora and George Williams, Grocer, lived across from Katie. 

Our front yard developed into a kid’s ball diamond.  Katie took to baseball.  She shagged balls with me when the men’s team practiced and she was labeled Tom Boy.  She was just a normal little girl with a socially unacceptable interest.  Today, she would be the stellar catcher on  a girl’s softball team.

Georgie was a natural and Charlotte went along, so we had the nucleus for game- a pitcher, catcher, batter and a fielder when Katie was old enough.   Lyman never took to this.  We had great sessions.  Bats, balls, and gloves were hard to come by, but we learned to make do.  I remember Georgie tagged one and let go of his bat to run.  It struck Charlotte a mighty blow on the forehead.  She had  discolored knob for some time.  Her tears and my admonitions not to throw the bat sent Georgie home in tears.  It blew over.

Charlotte learned to accept boot camp assignments from her brothers so she could be a member of our team. Charlie Flowers lived next to the hotel just east on County D.  He had a raunchy little team and did small jobs before the truck superseded the horse.  One of his horses was Barlow.  Lyman was ready to be a teamster, but he needed a team.  I was available, but needed a pair. We qualified Charlotte.  He tied a rope to my left arm and her right and had us pick u the handle of our old metal wagon.  He sat on a block of wood with the light rope reins in his hands.   We were taught to giddyap, whoa, gee and haw.  Charlotte became “Barlow” and responded readily to her new name.  Lyman and I found much humor inn this and used it around the house.  I think the folks enjoyed it, but Mom tended to protect Charlotte because she was fair game for her big brothers.  So Barlow was laid to rest around the house.  

SLOW LEARNER-GETTING THE WORDS AND SOPHISTICATION

Georgie Williams and I were crossing the fields between the school and John Eric’s barn enroute home.  Clarence Karrow’s home and blacksmith shop were to the south of the field.  I had heard Mother say his wife, Emma, was expecting a baby.  Being sophisticated, I knew what this meant.  Sure enough, a big bird flew over us.  I saw it as a stork and it was carrying a human baby in its beak.  In my excitement I alerted Georgie and told him it was on its way to Karrow’s house with a Special Delivery.  That night, mother reported the arrival of Emma's newborn I was elated and told her of my being in on the birth.  She  assumed a  worldly look like one takes on in the presence of someone who has finally seen the light, confessed their sin and been saved.  She was welcoming me into the sorority of women who had experience labor pains.

The next day, George Rossback, a teenager who lived between us and hotel, was holding forth on his back porch with Red and Lyman, a sort of audience for them with a teenager.  I approached them in a tentative way, and presented my scoop on the birth of a baby via the stork.  Rossback dismissed me with a short sentence, “You dumbass, they come out of your old lady.”  Lyman and Red chortled or worse. I retreated to the Little Woman, in tears.  The best she could offer was, “You don’t have to believe them.”  Growing up was confusing and downright painful at times, yet one had to keep on growing, and I sometimes needed a lift!

ETHNIC, POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS QUESTIONS

The waters muddied, the ice got thinner, and simple answers seemed harder to come by.  Mother had dropped enough hints to raise doubts about the local Indians being our equals.  She used terms such as low foreheads and degenerate in describing them.  

An Indian reservation baseball team played our team and were hard to beat.  I heard our players and fans say they did not work, just practiced all week and we had to be careful on base or they would pick us off with sneaky plays.  They looked pretty good to me.  One summer a Dartmouth University Indian played with the reservation team.  I hear he was U.S. Government employee.  He tripled and then beat out a bunt.  This was the ultimate in hitting demonstrations.  There was a mystique about him, as about Jackie Robinson years later.  It had to do with being a winner even though some fans saw them as being inferior.  

Outside Indians came through regularly in the fall in old Model T’s.  They camped and harvested wild rice, picked and shipped great bales of trailing pine for wreaths, and jerked venison.  They were trying to feed their families.  Strange that I should call them outsiders;  they were probably trying to follow their ancient food trails.

When mom was pushing hard for inside plumbing and other home improvements, I hear her say to Dad, “You’d be better off married to an old squaw and living in a wigwam.”  

Mother left us with Grandpa and took off for a visit and low budget shopping spree with Lottie.  Grandpa took pride in his cooking.

When I made a disparaging remark about the  potatoes, he lost his composure and his open hand came toward me like an owl about to grab a mouse.  It shook, and so did his voice as he said, “You jaisley young un!”  I slipped off my chair and took off laughing, as did Lyman and Charlotte, who stayed put. I had sought and gotten his goat. 

While Mother was away, Grandpa told us an exciting story.  He was a native of Kentucky.  His wife’s people came from Virginia.  She was  Puckett and a good part Cherokee Indian.  In fact, she was descended from an Indian chief. We were in ecstasy and could hardly wait to tell mom.  She got very angry with Grandpa and said, “All my life I’ve had to bear this shame and tried to keep it from my children, and now you’ve told them.”  He blushed;  I think he was proud of his wife and wanted us to know her and who she was.  He was teasing Mother as I had teased him.  She bore a shame while we kids were proud of our Cherokee connection.

It has been difficult for me to  reconcile my Native American blood with putting them down.  I am proud of their heritage and sorry for the history we wrote.  Blood lines can be overdone to the point where it gets a little thin, but I will take my Grandma Puckett Amburgy’s blood, princess or not. 

Grandpa held forth on the Catholics  for Lyman and me when we were about seven and nine.  He told us the Catholic men did not sit in church on Sunday like Protestant men, but went to the basement where they had stacked arms. During services they had bayonet drills, preparing themselves for the day when they would take over the county, slit the throats of Protestant men and rape all the women.  This seemed like a big order, and maybe more interesting than church services.  I did not know what rape was, but it sounded special. Lyman and I did not talk it over.

One summer morning we got off on the wrong foot with Mother.  She had told Dad we were too big for her to spank and he would have to take over.  Right after Dad left, she warned us that she would tell him when he returned and he would take care of us.  It might have made her day, but it certainly did not make ours.

We crawled under the old front porch that surrounded the west and north sides of our old house.  Ruben was with us.  We  were barefoot and had overalls on. One advantage of a frigid climate is freedom from poisonous snakes, insects and plants.  We never gave thought to crawling around.  It was cool under the porch, quiet and twilight-like, the earth was soft and damp, reassuring on a day when we could tell it would be warm.

I was a worrier and was whimpering about the licking we were promised.  Lyman finally spoke with finality, “Shut up, Bob.  Hell, if the old man has a good day, he won’t do nothing.”  This did not reassure me.  I worried about lickings or threats of any kind, like reform school, poor farm, disease, drowning, getting lost, and hell.  Even the temporary loss of affection or being told to be quiet could be enough to put me to mending fences.  My hero brother was different.  Being older, it was always assumed that he was the center of the storm that precipitated a whipping.  He was bigger, did not openly resist but while my small form went limp, his became rigid and heavy.  It  takes a couple of cops to carry off some pickets.   He was like that.  He always  got his whipping first.  I would start crying before the first blow was truck to his backside and increase the volume as matters progressed.  Lyman was in a contest;  he held off crying while the pain built up, and his cry never suggested submission or repentance.  It was not satisfying to the administrator.  There were real question as to who won.

This cushioned me.  The whipper was run down, spent, vented by my turn and there cannot be much joy in whipping one who was already bawling.  That takes the effects away from power, sort of steals the show.  In contrast to Lyman, I got about three or four perfunctory swats, howled and went on sobbing for some time.  This probably did not satisfy a dedicated flagellator committed to not spoiling the child.  Lyman pointed out in post whipping evaluations how he took the brunt of the affront to  our backsides.  It did not make it easier for me.  I was hurt by Lyman’s hurt and the idea of violence, as well as by the sting of the switch, paddle or strap.

A SUBSTANTIVE  PROPOSAL

Lyman opened up a fresh subject as we lay in waiting under the porch.  This could suggest he, too, did not take to whipping way down deep inside where hurts ultimately settle but are never laid to rest.  He proposed that we run away, just take off for his shack.  This was a fist for me.  I had never considered running away, and to think that we had a roofed over destination was a dream come true.  Hitting the road was unthinkable.  The promised land was the backwoods.

The questions flew:  Where was it?  How well was it equipped? Any food there?  What kind?  How far? Fishing waters and gear?  Answers were deliberate and positive.  He was creating and savoring the place.  I knew we were fabricating a hoax, but the need was great and the dream compelling.  It just kept building like forest fire, riot or hurricane.

We started east across the fields, barefoot and without farewells to The Little Woman.  When we were opposite the back end of the Catholic church which confronted on County D, Lyman remembered the one item not stocked in his shack was stick matches.  This fueled my tank;  it meant he really had a shack, it was well appointed, he was concerned for my welfare, and deadly serious about taking off.

We headed for the back door of this forbidden temple that Grandpa had warned us about.  It was hushed, cool, with light filtering through stained glass windows.  We forgot our matches mission and Grandpa’s warning as we swarmed over the place, pumping the organ, upstairs to the balcony, licking holy water from our fingers, trying  on priest’s robes stored in a back room.  

When the edifice was secured, we settled into our agenda.  In vain, we sought a door to the cellar where the arms for sitting Protestant male throats were stacked.  We finally concluded there was no need for  a  door, since there was no cellar.

Lyman remembered the matches. A handful went into his overall pocket. I took a few.  The place was well stocked with candles.  Lyman thought they would be handy, so he took along a few stubby ones and we headed into the field again.

About this time, hunger pangs set in and we headed home to Mom’s table.  She seemed to be expecting us and had food both tasty and filling and nourishing by her standards.

Mother combed her hair and put on a clean dress before H. M. came home.  I do not believe she reported our transgression.  Agendas and priorities change over time.  We never spent a night in Lyman’s shack, but over long lives we have continued to find shelter, alone and together, real, and imagined, in secluded places when it was needed.

PLAYING GAMES WITH MOM

Our whippings can be overstated. Mother demonstrated a sense of humor on this matter.  On a Christmas shopping trip to Ashland, she bought and then smuggles three children’s size buggy whips into our man’s sized winter socks borrowed from Dad.  These hung on the fireplace where we found them on Christmas morning.  The whips were never used.  When her joke cooled, she put them in her dresser.  Lyman knew this.  His sister and brother did not.  Lyman stored a lot of relevant date in his noggin.  The next summer, Mom made a trip to Ashland.  Lyman dug out the whips, kindled a fire in the stove and burned them.  Charlotte and I watched in awe and fear.  Lyman chortled.  This destroyed a symbol that had been bothering him.  There was a battle or game of wills here between him and Mom.  He was ten or eleven.

Before she left for that trip, Mother set a bowl of Jell-O and left in the cellar to jell.  She always planned ahead.  Grandpa was in charge and probably working in his beloved and productive garden.  We were intruders, unwelcome in the garden.  He forgot his gassy gut and arthritic bones while humming along on his hands and knees in his garden, the source of fresh food at our house.

Lyman remembered the Jell-O and retrieved it from the cellar.  We three kids sat around the table and Lyman placed the bowl between us.  He laughed as he gave each of us a teaspoon and reserved a  tablespoon for himself.  Again, charlotte and I felt this was wrong, or at least shady, but objected very little as we got the tiny and middle bear’s shares from the bowl.  Lyman laughed as he rinsed out the bowl and set a fresh bowl of Jell-O.

Years later we sat around the table on a visit home and told this story.  We were surprised that Mother knew what had happened.  She explained that she had set  strawberry Jell-O, and when she retrieved the bowl later, found orange Jell-O.  She and Lyman were a match.

Lyman led me down to our cellar on a warm summer day.  He took a quart of Mom’s home canned peaches from a shelf, opened it and handed me a tablespoon.  He just happened to have two in the bib pocket of his overalls.  It did not take us long to dispatch this delight.  We returned later for pears and plums and back to those peaches.  Rhubarb and apple sauce was passed over.

This dark, dusty, cobwebbed cellar now evokes a trip to the  memory museum for me.  It starts with Mom’s scrimping up the money for 100 pound bag of sugar late each summer, her stepping outside to an old Model T truck to inspect  fruit bought from small orchardists on Lake Superior by a middleman and sold in our early frost hinterland to housewives.  She picked out her bushels of attractive, unsprayed fruits, and only then her right hand fist came out of her apron pocket with compacted dollar bills.  At fifty cents per bushel, she doled them out.

Time was precious, like emergency surgery, in preparing and canning her winter fruit.  Her goal was to beat break down and spoilage of fruit.  She won after long hours in the heat generated by her big range, putting lids down on each hot jar held in a dish towel.  They stood upside down on her white enamel topped cooking table to stand the test for leaks.  It was an art form display worth the time taken to admire the arrangement of fruit in old light blue Mason jars, a study in form and color.  The modest artist’s pride showed through the fatigue on her face.  The dark cave-like cellar with one dreary undersized light bulb was a curator’s dream for displaying on crude, rough board shelves her fruits and vegetables, all of blue ribbon eye and gustatory quality.  Mom had a feeling for the art of flower arranging, table setting and preserving, but she was driven mostly by her poor house fear and need to get  a little ahead for a rainy day.  Without knowing or being credited for it, Mother was a model for us getting ahead.  She epitomized saving, planning, buying low;  using, not wasting left overs and making do with less when Dad was a little short, a chronic condition.

To our surprise, she knew we were raiding her canned fruit, having found an empty jar with a spoon in  it that Lyman forgot.  Her simple direct answer to our question of her feelings when she found the emptied jar:  “It made me feel good to know my  boys could find something to eat in my cellar when they got hungry.”

FROM RELIGION TO RACE

Grandpa moved from the Catholic menace to our religious freedom to the subject of race.  He was a native of Kentucky and had grown up in a segregated society.  He also assured us, through Mom, that his side of our family was not hillbilly.  Before we had seen an African American, he explained to Lyman and me that he had known some fine “colored folk” , but they were not like us, they did not have souls.  I now think he was trying to suggest that they were more kin to our hairy biped African cousins that we white folks are.  I have been trying to understand just what and where that soul is that sets us off from Blacks, and who is the custodian of souls.  Maybe a soul-less society would reduce the strife and my confusion.

The first Black man I laid eyes on was standing , along with everyone else, with other Town of Grand View spectators at the Sunday baseball game in Cable.  I was seven or eight.  He was a big man, wore a clean white shirt and clean overalls, perhaps a little overdressed for a working man on Sunday.  He smiled a lot and seemed to enjoy the game.  I heard he was Grand View’s constable, elected by popular vote. 

He had a family and farmed. The soil was sandy and rocky, the land was hilly and swampy.  Frost was common in early June and late August.  Farmers raised a pig or two, kept a few cows, and some had a team of horses or an old Fordson tractor.  Feeding live stock and kids over long winters was demanding.  The wood lot and venison helped.  A velar full of potatoes, kraut and canned, home  grown vegetables was useful.  Cash crops could be eggs, an extra pig or calf, spare hay or wood.  Some sold milk every day or two to the local  cheese factory.  A lot of kids were exercised and nourished on one of these self sufficient farms.  I never knew a well to do farmer or one with a flush.

It was a tough life for a farmer, and that is the kinds of person the Grand view electorate entrusted their badge and law and order to.  I do not think his  skin color won or lost any votes for him.

Some special passenger cars were parked on the railroad side track in Cable in the summer and early fall.  They were used for big brass in the railroad company and their guests on fishing and hunting trips.   We saw black porters getting a breath of fresh air  during the day.  They cooked, waited table, and did maid service for the VIPs.  We really heard nothing about them except that they served big shots on a holiday. 

A MAN TO MATCH GRAND VIEW’S CONSTABLE


I grew up in the twenties when Cable had its most illustrious constable. He was the only constable in our neck of the woods who wore his badge openly and proudly on his vest. Mr. Floyd Holley was Cable’s only lawman and only Civil War veteran. A line of kids would sit on the curb and listen to his Civil War stories. I still remember some of them. Folks did not take them seriously, but I did.


We had a one-celled wooden jail behind the town hall. A

prisoner could not be locked in the cell and left alone because the building was not fire proof. I never heard of an arrest. An occasional transient would drop off the train and spend the night in the jail, summers only, of course. One was found dead by the constable one morning. I heard speculation that he probably drank too much Sterno,  a poisonous form of alcohol used for cooking. We peeked in a back room of the town hail and saw him stretched out on a table. Folks said he was buried in a pauper’s grave. This bothered me for awhile.


Constable Holley took on other duties to promote the common good. Skunks were a significant part of the population of our village. Many of us kept chickens and they were said to attract skunks.


The constable was a trapper, too, and a defender of his electorate. In summer, he got complaints from citizens who had skunks digging on their property or skunk odors emanating from nocturnal encounters with their dog or others, since dogs ran free. The constable would set a trap out of reach of children and attach a long pole to the trap chain. Mr. Holley, in his eighties, was no longer an early riser, so he made his trap line rounds in the middle of the morning. When he had succeeded in trapping a culprit, with summer vacation upon us, all the kids would fall in behind him as he dragged skunk and trap at a safe distance behind him, thanks to the pole.


The constable, pipe in mouth and accused in tow, walked in the

middle of our graveled street with the bearing of a lawman who had completed his mission. All the kids in the neighborhood joined in the

procession as it passed by. They congregated in a band at a safe distance behind the doomed animal. Housewives had a look from their yards as the procession passed. I think of the Pied Piper with the village kids dancing to his tunes.


It all ended when the struggling creature was lifted by the end of

the pole up, over and down into Mrs. Holley’s rain barrel. I do not know

if skunk incursion into Mrs. Holley’s barrel created a domestic scene. It is possible that the man who wore the badge and defended local hearths from skunks was no hero at home. We never saw Mrs. Holley protest or anyone defend a skunk who was only trying to make a living and raise a family by skunk rules. I do think Constable Holley made a contribution to the peace and tranquility of our town.

BILL SAWYER’S CHAUFFEUR, WILLIAM


Kids learn to feel or sense the climate and relationships between

adults. They also get an inkling of “goings on” in the adult world from

adult conversations.


Dad did the plumbing and electrical work at Ernie Leibman’s

resort. He also supplied him with cord wood. Dad reported at the supper table on happenings at the resort. Our parents laughed and we took in what we could.


For several years Ernie had a year round guest, Bill Sawyer, at

the resort. Dad brought stories home about him. He was a Chicago

businessman. His health had broken and he was sent to Leibman’s by

his doctor. He had plenty of money. Dad would give him lots of attention for this; he might remember Dad in his will, one never knew. Early every morning all winter, under doctor’s orders, Bill walked down salted steps in his bathrobe and slippers for a swim. A pool sized section of the lake was kept open all winter for him. Ernie’s crew would break one half to one inch of ice each morning and clear it away. Nighttime temperatures could be 

-40( F.


Mr. Sawyer, in his mid-fifties, liked to hunt and fish, but the big

story at our house was his live-in girl friend, Billie. She was beautiful and in her mid-thirties. She was wintering with him, but I do not know if she was M.D. prescribed.


Dad stopped at Leibman’s once in the winter with us in his old Model T truck. He went to Sawyers log cottage. Mr. Sawyer insisted that he “bring the boys in.” There they were, relaxed in the same bed in fancy bed clothing. He looked contented, a handsome big man. We had seen him before. He stopped at our house several times. He had a big old Cadillac which looked like a stagecoach, and he always gave us a bag of Hershey’s chocolates, the first we had seen. I did not know I was hooked on chocolate then. We looked up to Mr. Sawyer, the Chocolate Man. So did Dad; he had money and Dad dreamed.


I never saw Mr. Sawyer behind the wheel of his Cadillac. He had a chauffeur, William. This man was called Negro, a quiet slender man who knew his place. I guess I had a cousin who was darker. Crazy, isn’t it?

BACK TO WILLIAM


About the summer of 1924, Dad and sons and William were across McCloud Lake from Mom’s Honeymoon Manor where she had introduced us to the lake. Mr. Sawyer and Dad had decided to build a hunting shack. We always called it a cottage. Mr. Sawyer supplied the materials and Dad trucked them in and labored. William prepared our noon meals. Lyman flunkied for Dad. It was high and dry, more windowed than most, with a step up entrance. I think it had four double bunks, small cook stove and heater, a kitchen corner with Dad’s handmade table and benches. He finished off a John by nailing a birch pole between two birch trees. He then wrapped a couple of strips of tar paper around a threesome or foursome of small birches and tacked them to the trees an entrance away from the cottage windows.  A couple of splash boards and a small trench, and “voila”, an outdoor facilities than the cottage.  He found out it especially inviting for star gazing after dark when our northern Heavens are spectacular.

TWO 30-30s, TWO BUCKS and A BEAR


Mom hunted with Dad one deer season from the Sawyer cottage. Dad even bought two new 30-30 Winchesters for this special season. He preferred to hunt alone. Mom was smart enough to be complimented by the hunt on his terms, which would be rugged. There was more squaw in her than she admitted.


Dad’s buck was a 12-point trophy kill. They displayed their bucks and the bear by hanging them near our back door where a number of Cable people dropped by to have a look. We were proud of our Nimrod parents, and I sensed their upbeat morale when they returned to us.


Mother could not repeat the bear story often enough for me. She and Dad were hunting together. They, in Dad’s words, got “turned around,” I heard those words when I started hunting with him. He never got lost because he knew the myriad streams in our area flowed into the Namakagon, which meant generally to the south.


They were in a virgin hemlock forest. This meant perpetual

twilight, early darkness and sparse underbrush because of dense shading. Dad decided to spend the night out. He had killed the prize buck that day. It was not bitter cold, and he would need to brush out a trail and get help “snaking” the big buck out. An early start the following morning was in order.


He unslung his knapsack and handed it to Mom for a dry ass,

stood his 30-30 against a fallen hemlock, then he kicked a clear spot

in the snow and lined it with small hemlock boughs before sitting down. Mom took a generous lunch from the knapsack, since they had not stopped to eat since breakfast. She handed him the big half of the lunch and sat down on the pack sack beside her 30-30, which she stood beside another downed hemlock. They faced each other with their backs resting against the big hemlocks. She had made egg salad sandwiches. With her thick sliced home made bread, this was a delicious and substantial lunch. I’d be certain there was a thermos of coffee, apples, pickle and a Dad-size piece of home made cake.


As she looked over the top of Dad’s log, she saw a black object

moving toward them. A virgin forest is so free of underbrush that one

can see a goodly distance. Her first thought was a bear, but she hesitated to alert Dad because she thought he would chide her. He could do that.


The bear dropped out of sight below Dad’s log as the terrain had a roll to it. She was startled when it suddenly reappeared above the log, just behind Dad. She always assumed it smelled her egg salad sandwiches. She shouted ‘Bear !” and pointed over the log behind Dad. She said he grabbed his rifle, swung it and fired in one motion. Dad said he broke the bear’s back, immobilizing it. He then lost his cool and missed a shot before finishing it off. It was dressed out with Dad’s pocket knife. He made fun of hunting knives and Lyman and I never coveted or carried one. His knife had to be replaced periodically, since the long blade was worn out from keeping it razor sharp with the round pocket stone that he always carried. They wore out, too.


Dad kicked the snow away on both sides of the carcass. He then laid hemlock boughs down on either side of the bear. Dad pointed out bottomed boat he made and Lyman and I learned to row it. I remember Mom, plump and self conscious in a swim suit, hanging onto the stern of the boat while Dad rowed her around our end of the lake. She did not swim. She was happy, and my barometer of well being was locked to hers.


It was a beautiful lake, rounded and with a shore line that kept

one off balance visually because of the variation in size and species of trees. Gray trunks of fallen dead trees laid out from shore, casually patterned like someone’s doodling. The shadows of tight spruces, frilly young birches and stark, old men dead snags, still erect, reminded one that the leeching sun played a part in producing this masterpiece.


Dad pulled some slender floating tree trunks together and towed

them into place with his boat. He anchored them with stakes, nailed

cross boards on them, and we had the only dock on the lake. I spent hours catching seven inch Perch off the end of it. Mom cooked and served them and finished off with gusto what was left. A sudden rain squall came up one day and without warning a thirteen inch Perch hit my bait. I swung him into our boat which was tied to the dock and caught seven more big ones before they clammed up. I was soaked and gave up, a hero, when I reported to the comfort of Mom’s hearth. When my angle worm bait ran out, Dad showed me how to open up old stumps and logs and find fat white grubs who were busy eating their way into adult bugs, and incidentally, composting wood and building soil.

LOON COUNTRY

I do not know who owned the land around McCloud Lake, but I never saw a fence or “Keep Out” signs.


The lake had its pair of loons, or rather, a pair of loons had

McCloud Lake. Early in the morning they let me tune in on their services before the rest of the family was up. I never quite got their message. They asked more questions than they answered. Their varied calls and cries dominated the lake, sounding like locomotives with their assorted whistles, bells, hisses and chug-chugs, taking charge of what the residents who live near the railroad tracks hear. Their calls startled and baffled me. They were beyond my reach and control, a part of the vastness of nature. Were they trying to warn us that we had lost our way, or were they enticing me to leave the trail? There was a sadness to their call, but I also found comfort in it.

Something was missing when I did not hear them. They were not mine, but loon voices had a place in the universe, like trees and stars and the sun and moon, thunder and lightning, and streams that joined lakes; siblings and parents and Grandpa. Things flowed together, but at times I felt alone and out of step and just watching and frightened because I might be left, and loon calls brought this on and helped put it to rest.


The courting of mating loons calling back and forth seemed

right, like instruments that respond to each other in a musical movement, different, but in concert. I liked the idea of pairs in loons, and in my parents. It was upsetting when disparate sounds came from and between them, like waves clashing. The loons will be back in the spring time with the strident, startling, unifying orchestral calls and perhaps I will be lucky enough to see a baby sitting on the broad back of its parent, just boating around, oblivious to the cares and aloneness of life and living.

CRANBERRY LODGE


At the end of the tote road near the Sawyer cottage, which went

back to nature, stood a third and authentic hunting shack. A swath was cut about a quarter mile to the lake, the last half of it through a swamp or bog in which grew wild cranberries, for which the shack was named. There was room around the lodge for several cars to turn and park. A sturdy pole was strung between two large trees and it could accommodate eight bucks hung from it during deer season. Bunks, table, chairs and dishes were also designed for eight. It belonged to eight business and professional men from St. Croix Falls, including Dr. Jake Riegel. The first time we stopped with Dad, I was about eight. There was a small pump on the kitchen counter. He handed me a dish pan and told me to go down to the lake and get a pan of water so he could prime the pump. I did not know what pump priming meant. This was long before the Great Depression when FDR and his boys were busy priming the economic pump. Worse, I did not know where the lake was. He pointed out the kitchen window and I could sort of sight through the trees and see a small patch of water. It looked like it was on the other side of the world. I could not tell him I was afraid of wild animals and getting lost, so I took off looking back to be sure the cabin was not moving. There really was a trail. There were lots of stumps and small fallen trees, but it was grown up, too, and there were plenty of spots where something could jump out at me.


Here I was with an assignment on my own, without Dad or Lyman in charge. I should have been proud, but I was afraid of getting lost and even more of being eaten by bear or wolves. I finally reached the swamp and had to walk on spruce trees that had been dumped into a crude walkway. With care and wet feet and overall cuffs, I reached the lake, scooped up a small pan of water and slurped up a drink - soft and a little swampy.


The return was easier and my feet seemed lighter, even though

my cuffs were heavy and sloshing. I could see the lodge and was heading in. It was a simple matter for even me to pour a small stream of water into the top of the pump while Dad stroked the handle and filled a tea kettle that went on a crackling fire. He then filled a water bucket for future use, and I was responsible for all this. The guys did not know what an ordeal I had gone through, and why should I tell them? Smelling Dad’s coffee was rewarding. I was breathing normally and my heart was coasting. The door was closed to that wilderness that begged for exploration and filled me with wonder which turned to fear when I confronted it alone. Dad and Lyman were more comforting than they would ever know.


McCloud Lake country appealed to Dad. He knew it, and it

satisfied his obsession for privacy. Dad resented sharing his outdoors.

He was a great companion, seemed free of fear, and left us alone without admonitions while he ran his trap line. He was at home in the kitchen of a shack. The main dish was typically properly cooked fish or wild meat or game birds. He could improvise, and one evening we settled for boiled porcupine, similar to veal. There were no complaints. Skipping the salad was ok with us. Mom usually came through with home made cakes and cookies, huge chunks of cake with thick butterscotch, coconut or fudge frostings, canned fruit, and there was canned milk thinned with water for the boys.


Mother remarked often about Dad’s cleanliness. She was smitten with him as a young man because his language, clothing and body defied the stereotyped woods workers’ filth. She told us he and Elmer McKay, young bachelors, lived in a log cabin and walked a mile each way to Good’s Mill on Lake Namakagon, rather than live a step away from work in the bunk shack. The kitchen of our shack offered free snacks to mice and they used it as their toilet. Dad washed up the dishes, table and shelves and swept up when we moved in, and carried his food in mouse proof containers. Cleanliness was not forced, but an integral part of his camp style.

PERCH FOR THE MAIN DISH


On an October stop at Cranberry Lodge, I headed to the lake to

fetch a pan of priming water. The lake had a company or more of

ducks swimming around in military formation, just offshore. There

were perch splashing around in the bog. As I was leaving, one of my

feet slipped off a narrow dried spruce trunk that formed the dock.

When I got it back under me, I was aware of a small perch in the cuff

of my overalls, struggling to get back in the water. I reported this to

Dad, and he took off with his shotgun which, with rifle and fish pole,

was always handy on these forays.


We heard shots and shortly saw ducks circling overhead, and

Dad returned with a couple. He explained that they were mergansers,

a fish duck, enroute south from Canada. They had dropped in for a rest and found the fishing good, so had stayed on to refuel. He pointed

out that the lake was shallow and the perch had sought refuge from

the predators by literally forcing their way into the bog. They could also

escape by fleeing to deep water, but there was none in this lake.


Dad showed us the duck’s long, thin beak and snake-like teeth

designed for catching and holding a fish that would be swallowed

whole. He cut the duck open and showed us several small perch

crammed into its craw. He also contrasted the merganser’s beak with

the shorter, wider mallard beak and explained that the mallard was a

puddler who dived around weed beds, puddled weeds through its bill

and extracted seeds for its food, like a cotton gin. We asked about

eating the merganser, but he said it would taste fishy and mallard is

much better.


Our father was right about a lot of things. He knew much, was

talented, great to be with in the woods, charming when he wanted to

be or had the time to be, and the emerging hero of his sprouts. We,

like Mom, were smitten. He had taken us in.


Dad told us to return to the bog with the dishpan and scoop up a

mess of perch for supper. We jumped at this opportunity and in no

time, using our hands as scoops, filled the dishpan. We were

indifferent to our soaked trouser legs as we slogged back to the lodge.

Lyman carried the pan and we did not stop to pick up a few that

flopped over the top. A plentiful harvest can make one a wastrel. We

watched Dad clean and roll the fish in flour or corn meal and place

them in a pan of hot bacon drippings. Three hungry Fisks, Jessie’s

men, sat down to a stupendous fishfry. Dad showed us how to lift all the bones from the flesh by stripping the backbone out so each small

body produced two delicate filets wrapped in a crisp golden skin

blanket.


Sometimes an owl hooted in the dark and I strained for the

message, or Dad might call our attention to the chilling howling of

wolves. One night we went outside to listen. He explained that they

were chasing a deer and alerted us to their yaps, barks and other

sounds, some directed at the victim and others to signal each other as

to directions and turns of the deer and where they were on the line of

attackers. It was a calculated chase and we could sense the closing in

and kill.


One morning he took us through a fresh light snow to a kill.

There was not much left, a packed down bloody area with bones

picked almost clean. There was still some scavenging left for winter

birds, such as the Gray or Canada Jay (Dad called them lumber

jacks), and bobcats, foxes and lessor carnivores. It was the scene of

an unequal, gory battle, and will always be with me.


Sleeping in underwear, under rough blankets, came easily on

straw covered bunks. The threat of outdoor predators in the darkness

enhanced the feelings of strength and security that I felt from Lyman

beside me and Dad only a bunk away. The sounds of mice busy in the

kitchen were assurance that nothing unusual was afoot and life would

go on. All of this was a natural tranquilizer for an anxious boy in need

of a good night’s sleep. I was unaware of the unlocked door as I

followed the loons’ call and faded into the universe.

I acquired a new set of mental pictures to add to my McCloud Lake album when Dad ran a trapline out there. Wolves brought a thirty dollar bounty and their pelts from five to ten dollars. He always built up the money making angle in a new project, sometimes supported by a reading of Mrs. LaPoint’s tea leaves and cards. I am certain that trapping made no money for him, but there were other benefits; it hid him from creditors, flush seekers, his responsibilities for the gripes of telephone and electric subscribers, and took him into his first love, unspoiled woods that he knew and understood. It renewed him like others seek the city, arts, the beach or sailing for their kicks. It was an escape.

THE FIRST CATCH


Dad stopped at a side road to check a wolf set. He returned all

excited and told us to come see the wolf he had caught. We

scrambled from the truck and followed him along the graded logging

road with deep cuts where it had been leveled and straightened by

graceful turns. Unlike our tote road, it had been engineered to haul

heavy loads of logs. The road opened into an ugly no man’s land,

clear cut with stumps, rejected logs, ferns, raspberries and other forms

of new growth, a reminder of man’s cruelty to nature. Dad stopped and

pointed out his victim. The wolf looked like a huge, hungry, tired,

thirsty German shepherd. It was in a retreat stance, and its yellow

eyes burned as it looked back over its shoulder at us. Dad shot it. We

asked about the skunk odor as he was taking the wolf out of the trap.

He pointed to the remains of a skunk in another trap, and surmised

that when the wolf came to the set the skunk was already trapped and

the wolf killed it. Dad’s excitement rubbed off on us. I felt sorry for the wolf, but my vote went to the trapper. He was boyish, too, coming to

get us to share his catch. On another day, he left us at Cranberry

Lodge and rowed a full mile across the lake in his old handmade boat.

He seemed to be gone forever. We found plenty to do and were not

bored, but I was a little worried about something happening to him,

and more about us being stranded without him. Of course, I could not

share these fears with Lyman; he would not understand.


We finally saw him heading our way and ran to the landing to

greet him. It was a proud moment for us. He had two wolves, a brace

of mallards, along with his knapsack and 25-20. We unloaded the boat

and Dad dragged the wolves, I carried the ducks, and Lyman carried

the knapsack and rifle. Dad showed Lyman how to carry the gun and

had him lead the way. The wolves were beautiful. It was fall, and their

pelts were prime. Dad called them brush wolves and said they were a

cross between timber wolves and coyotes. They looked like healthy

young German shepherds to me. He pointed out that he had shot the

mallards in the head so the meat would not be spoiled. We knew he

could shoot.



He also brought in a red fox and a cross fox that fall, and four more wolves. He explained that the Cross was between a black silvertip

and a red fox. It brought much more money. The only bobcat he bagged was huge. Old-timers talked about it. He told us he hit it with a heavy club, thought he had killed it, and went about resetting the trap. When he finished, he looked around and it was sitting up, staring at him while recovering. We thrived on these tales and my goose pimples did not show.


Our home was busy with sundry trapping activities. He boiled

traps and gloves in hemlock bark, and was careful not to expose them

to human scent afterwards. Man’s odor is the enemy of wildlife.

Stretchers were made and pelts from wolves down to ermine were

drying, being examined and talked about. Lyman and I were wide eyed

and in the middle of all this. Our dad was a veritable Daniel Boone.

Mom probably reiterated, “He should have married a squaw and lived

in a wigwam.” I never heard him contest this. He might have agreed.

Mom knew this trapping spree was not moving her nearer to her

dream.


Our house and yard were testimonials to Dad’s adage of “Bring

‘em in alive!” My earliest memory of our serial wild animal menagerie

was a Red Fox in a chicken wire enclosure in the back yard. It shared

bones from the stores and kitchen scraps with our dog. I watched it for

long spells and it kept an eye on me. I could never catch it napping. It

shed its fur in summer and grew a beautiful new coat for our subzero

winters. It paced a lot, like most prisoners.


A truck opened a small hole in the edge of the pen and it

escaped. Dad hired Mr. Gintner with his hounds to track it. I think Mom

was glad when they returned empty handed. She, too, was penned in

with the burdens of motherhood and housekeeping and bankrupt

dreams.


Dad caged an ermine in a small pen. I heard men talk about this

snake-like killer and saw its long sharp teeth, out of proportion to its

size. There was talk of one cleaning out a chicken coop in a night, all

the hens killed by jaws clamped to their throats and only a little juice sucked from each hen. Wonton killers, but the comparison to man was never made. There were vivid descriptions of one on the trail of a squirrel, shadowing it from tree top to tree top, and finally destroying it; reports of snowshoe hares being stalked and dying with the jaws of an animal one tenth their weight clamped to their throats, paralyzed by fear and finally giving up. The stories always came to the same conclusion: “Pound for pound, the most formidable killer on earth, and it’s a good thing they are not as big as tigers; it would not be safe in the woods.” To me they were as big as tigers, and I could hear them trying to get in our bedroom at night. When I snuggled up to Lyman, his steady breathing seemed to lower my pulse.


I loved the joys and terrors in fairy tales, and the local creations

were indexed in my mind, along with four star productions. What an

empty life without them. Without accounts of deaths from drowning,

dynamite, blizzards, lightening, horse kicks, bull gorings, falling trees

and wild animals, growing up would have been like drinking tepid

water on a hot day. No one got hurt stumbling over the line between

truth and fiction.


Dad brought in a raccoon and collared it to a cedar post in the

cellar. We were warned to avoid his claws and teeth and we heeded it.


One year Dad and Lyman came in with a half grown bear tied to the sides of the truck rack. Dad had set several wolf traps around a slab of decaying meat. The cub was caught in one of them. Another trap was missing. They immobilized the cub, a strong and feisty creature. It was September and the bear had been born in March. They worked two ropes over his head and tied him tightly to two trees while they freed his foot from the trap, then led him with pressure from each rope that restricted his movement, up and into the back of the truck. Dad leaned an old door against the coolest outside corner of the house, collared the bear and staked him to a chain. He sat under the door nursing his injured paw. We fed and watered him faithfully. He was a hearty eater, and seemed to have a zest for living.


The word went around and residents dropped over to have a

look. The town kids all swung by for the free exhibit. Dogs and kids

ran free in Cable. There were few fences and no leashes. Every dog in town followed the strange smell to the bear’s hideout. We started watching the show. The curious dog would poke its nose around the edge of the leaning door and its head and eyes would follow. The bear sat inert and seemingly benign, until the distance was right, then its good right paw would explode on the shoulder or head of the intruder. The bear had learned the hard way how to close a trap. The startled and stunned trespasser, no matter what its age, sex, breeding or status, was knocked “ass over teakettle”. It would let out a fiendish yip, yell or cry and “barrel ass” for home, tail tucked and hair awry. The bear seemed to enjoy these contacts with man’s best friend. We did, too. After all, we never made it to the flush class in the community, and we derived some satisfaction from seeing our bear send their dogs home by the shortest possible route.


March was a difficult month for deer in the Cable area. Winter

snow accumulates to a depth of three to five feet. Does are carrying fawns. The deer yard up in swamps and thickets where they pack snow trails and feed by browsing on the delicate new growth and buds. They stand on their back legs and reach high to find forage. By March, they find what is commonly referred to as “slim pickings”, especially for the small and weak members of the herd.


Dad came home with a spent doe one March. He was snowshoeing west of Cable, probably cruising some timber in anticipation of a logging operation. He said the doe was stranded and immobile in deep snow. He carried her to his truck and into our old barn. She was thin, weak and depressed. Dad said she was young and with fawn, she weighed about ninety pounds and should have weighted about one hundred thirty. He boxed in a stall and spread hay for her. She shared potato and apple peels, cabbage leaves and any other kitchen goodies with our domestic animals.


The reward for Dad was a private floor show he enjoyed. He

hung the kerosene lantern up and let the doe out of her stall. Her hair

was sleek, her body round and her eyes shone. The horse’s space

was empty, so she had a ring in which to perform for Dad. He

suggested that we try to pin her, as in wrestling. Lyman was game to

try, and with some fear I could be counted on for strong moral support.

She was not aggressive, but fast, strong and elusive. Dad laughed

when after many escapes we finally cornered her and wrestled her to

the floor. Lyman tried to coach me, but it was mostly trial and error.

We did overpower her, and won a few falls. Lyman showed me a

bruise on his shin where her hoof rapped him. He did not report this to

Dad, of course. The doe was cooperative when we herded her back

into her stall. Dad had his private indoor rodeo with home grown

performers, a much better show than he could find in downtown Cable.


The doe became a part of my family. When the barn door

opened, her eyes, ears and nose anticipated food. I smuggled family

edible carrots to her from the cellar. Dad’s haywire door hook let go

one stormy night and she went over the top to the freedom of the wild.

It sort of hurt my pride and I felt her ungrateful when she abandoned

us. I thought we were providing a good home. She never sought

petting like our dogs and livestock, but I thought she enjoyed my hand

scratching the base of her ears. I think Mom felt the doe would find a

better maternity set up in nature.

DAD TO THE RESCUE


Mother was proud of Dad’s kindness to wildlife in distress. He came home from one of his two day back country beaver flowage trout expeditions with a half grown hare and adult chipmunk under his shirt. There had been a steady rain that culminated in a cloud burst. Dad spotted these two along the old tote road as he chugged homeward. They were so wet, cold and exhausted that they could not get out of his way. He picked up one at a time at separate stops, unbuttoned his shirt and slipped them against the warmth of his body. He was aware of their inertness, and gradual activity as they warmed. There was some scrambling when they recovered and were developing a relationship with each other.


We were all eyes and ears as he reported this and slipped them

from his shirt to a cardboard box. Carrots, grass, chicken feed and oatmeal soon covered the bottom of the box, along with a pan of water. They started to relax but seemed lost in this quasi-zoo  environment. Then Dad nailed a screen over one side of a wooden box and fashioned a door in the top. Mom praised Dad for his kindness. He had had little of this in his childhood, and she wanted us to hear it. He savored it. There was an aura of giving, sharing and gentleness in all of us at these moments that I liked.


The hare and chipmunk became house pets and welcome additions to our extended family. Children and adults dropped in to see them. We deluged the hare with choice fresh clover. We reveled when they assumed their favorite positions. The adult chipmunk would peek out from between the half grown hare’s front legs as they sat facing us. They seemed to enjoy this position, like trained circus performers, to the delight of spectators.


We were sad yet glad when we set them free. Dad explained that they would have a better chance for survival in the wild. They both needed to find adequate shelter and the chipmunk had to lay in a winter food supply. Timing was important. The release must come in summer; fall would be too late.


On one of our family outings to McCloud Lake, Dad stopped along the lush tote road and carried the box to a windfall under a thick umbrella of young deciduous trees. He explained that our friends would be protected from hawks and predatory mammals while they adapted to their new life. There was a smile on my face and a lump in my throat as we watched them disappear into the old blowdown. Mom had reason to be proud of Dad again.

A WINTER GUEST

One fall when robins were flocking up for their southern migration, there was one in our front yard with a damaged wing. It hung around, cold, hungry and forlorn after its peers had departed. We tried feeding it. Dad pointed out that it could not survive our subzero winter. I have since learned that the old and infirm migratory birds perish when they are unable to make the flight. We pushed enthusiastically when he raised the possibility of inviting it in for the winter.


The frightened bird was captured and deposited in a box in the

house, with some water and worm and insect substitutes suggested by Dad, such as small pieces of animal fat and meat. There was no veterinarian within miles. Dad studied the broken wing. He could splice wires and the tip of his fly rod. I don’t know what he did to fix its wing, but he did, and he also built a winter penthouse for the doomed bird.


One of the windows in the new living room was made up of six

small panes. He got a mate from Rogan’s Lumber Yard and framed it in, about sixteen inches inside the outer window. Under Dad’s direction, we brought moss and other ground cover from the swamp and a small living spruce tree. Dad fashioned a water proof floor and covered it with soil and rocks. He then planted the spruce and laid a carpet of moss over the soil. It was attractive and inviting.


The inside window could be opened to serve the robin. Our bird

flourished and proved a lively and attractive centerpiece. It was the warmest spot in our house that winter. The robin looked out over the subzero snow scene all winter, not toward us and the interior view. His strength returned and blending black and orange feathers recovered their gloss. We watched him use both wings in gliding down from his tree and flapping them, along with hopping up to a branch where he perched most of the time.


Dad said he should be freed when the robins returned. We did,

and it hurt. We recovered and finally gave up trying to spot him among

the nesters in our front yard conifers.


Mom pointed out Dad’s kindness once again. We saw it and I

have remembered it over the years. I now believe his promises and her dreams were no longer in harmony. She was trying to share his best with us and be fair. We could sense her growing disillusionment with him and wanted to add our small weight to her efforts to flatter him. He had low periods and thrived on compliments, but would never be able to deliver the essentials she wanted.

MOVING WEST


Dad moved his wood cutting operation west of Cable and switched to tie cuts. Victor Nelson was installed in a simple cabin that he built from hewn logs. It was right against a formidable wooded hill. The wagon road ended there. Cars could not drive to it. There was a pile of slabs and sawdust in front of the cabin from a recent small sawmill operation.


Lyman and I started venturing over the big hill on explorations. He was about eleven. It was awesome, both beckoning and forbidding, a seemingly endless virgin deciduous forest. Sunlight struggled to reach the ground. The earth and copious undergrowth were always damp. We found a nondescript mud pond and trees that we both stretched our arms trying to reach around.


Dad showed Lyman how to bend a spike into a clamp in a vice,

then how to compress the tension in a trap spring in the vice, and place

a clamp over the spring, holding the tension. Lyman took off over the hill with his clamped trap. I was not with him. He set it, wired the chain to a small tree and dug a hole and covered some bait in the hole. He was not expecting a catch one day when he casually went to check his trap. He popped around a big tree and a startled coyote jumped so high their eyes met. He hightailed it back to Victor’s shack. Dad returned with him, picked up a stick and dispatched the coyote with a blow to the nose. Dad could feign nonchalance as a show for Lyman. He removed the animal from the trap and told Lyman to drag him back to the camp. Dad knew how dragging in your catch gets to you, especially the first time. Dad took the coyote to town and helped Lyman claim the thirty dollar bounty. He also skinned out the pelt and stretched it. This netted Lyman another five to ten dollars. The money went for winter clothing for Lyman, and we were ready to trap.

DAD SETS A TRAP FOR FISK BOYS


The unmaintained dirt road that a car could traverse ended about

one and a half miles from Victors sturdy pad. There had been a lathe

mill at the site. It was not a pretty place - a big open swamp with a sawdust pile creeping out on it like a sand dune, a well and small tarpaper barn next to the mill site beside the bog. There was also a small camp with kitchen, bunk room and shop. No one spent time enjoying the view or talking about it. This became Dad’s headquarters, where Victor got his water, and the tie cuts he produced were yarded up and eventually turned into sawdust, slabs, lumber and ties in the mill that Dad put together.


We rode out with him and with time on our hands, decided to set a few traps. There was a vice in the shop so Lyman set two wolf traps using it and clamps he made by bending spikes. The traps were carried in two grape baskets. We had a gunny sack with bait, hatchet and an army surplus collapsible shovel.


The country was strange to us, and the idea of trapping big predators for bounty was sobering. Lyman wanted to carry a gun, but Dad said we were not ready. He did not appear to know that Lyman had been sneaking out, over my objections, with Dad’s guns. Of course, I did not let him go alone.


About one half mile from Dad’s new spread, almost in unison, we turned west off the road into an area where runty poplars, white birches thinned out and the omnipresent charred virgin pine stumps were all but screened out by a heavy growth of ferns. We pussyfooted along and were on guard, sort of ambivalent, wanting to catch a big one but avoid encountering it.

 
I think we were relieved to find a small, deep pot hole so near the road. It was almost bare of growth with a scattering of small trees and covered with short, dry grass. It was just right and we did not need to go further into this unknown endless forest; nor would a trapped animal surprise us when we checked our traps, as Lyman’s coyote had. Using Dad’s know-how, we dug two woodchuck type holes on opposite sides of the pot hole, placed bait in the holes and buried a trap in the sand at the entrance to each hole. We then secured each trap to a stake that Lyman fashioned with the hatchet. In spite of our unease, we had followed our model meticulously.


The next weekend we rode out with Dad, and Charlotte was along. I think Dad was taking her off Mom’s hands because she was involved with a new youngster, Marjorie. Dad told us we were to look out for Charlotte. She was never a problem for us and could walk along while we checked our traps. She always fell into the number three position and this made me  number two.


When the three of us reached the rim of the pot hole, we quickly

spotted two trapped bobcats. They seemed so much smaller than Dad’s

bobcat that we assumed they were kits, and Lyman warned us that if their mother found us, she would hold us accountable for their condition. It was a sobering thought.


Lyman dropped a two and a half inch thick poplar and cut a six

foot pole out of its trunk. He approached the smaller cat with his elongated club and dispatched her with one blow, as she stretched out and tried to crawl underground like an angleworm. The male was another matter. He was caught in a Newhouse trap on a longer chain, and was bigger and aggressive. When Lyman approached, he backed away as far as the chain permitted and sprung at Lyman. He repeated this, sitting up and hissing with hair erect, before his charge. Lyman finally had me circle to the other side of the cat and wave the hatchet at him. He focused on me and one blow ended the unequal contest.


I felt relief, but no exultation in taking the lives of these beautiful

creatures. Lyman cautioned us that we were in grave danger if the mother found us. and we must hurry to the camp. He stationed Charlotte as a lookout to warn us if the mother showed up, and he presented Charlotte with the hatchet and urged her to be doubly alert while we loaded up our catch. Charlotte was around eight. She seemed a little unsure about how to be alert and what to do with the hatchet. She just did not look very formidable, but I was glad she had the heavy assignment.


Lyman had a cord and jackknife. He tied a rope around the cats’

front and back legs in case they revived. Remember, we lived in Revival

Country and heard stories of folks confessing their sins and being saved

or revived. It was Dad’s story of his revived bobcat that had our attention. Lyman then tied them to the killing pole, safari like, and snubbed up a slip knot around each neck, just in case the cats came to. We could not even remove their feet from the traps, so the latter had to be taken along.


We headed for Dad’s camp with Lyman in the lead, I was

supporting the smaller end of the pole and the lighter cat. Charlotte rear

guarded with the gunnysack and the hatchet at the ready in case the

mother cat got on our trail. It was a slow walk to the new logging site. We had to drop our trophies and rest several times. We were breathing easier as we put distance between the pot hole and us. Dad seemed to get a kick out of his clones. He chided us about killing the cats and said they should have been brought home alive and killed when their pelts were prime. He also assured us they were adults. We did not mention our worrying about the mother cat. We got a five dollar bounty for each cat and about the same for the pelts that Dad processed for us. Frugal Mother put this aside and it went for a winter clothing mail order for such items as boots and long underwear that did not come easily at our house. She made us feel important when she told her lady friends what we did with our funds from trapping.


That ended our most productive trapping season. We did have

two more goes at it. I stumbled into a fox den, while fighting a spring

forest fire as a junior forest ranger, at age twelve. We were taken from

school by State Game Warden Ernie Swift to do this. I took Lyman back

in the fall and we buried a trap in the sand at the den entrance. Lyman

had developed the strength to compress the springs down with his hands, and while holding one spring down between crossed legs, compress the other and lock the jaws open with the pan pin. It was a big symbol of maturing in Cable Country, like voice change or facial fuzz.


We came over the brow of a gentle hill late one day as the sun

was starting to set. We could see the den sand about seventy-five feet

below us. Our set was undisturbed but something stayed our departure.

There are special moments when nature summons one into the infinite

and universal. One becomes a prisoner of anticipation. I stood silent,

spellbound, not even aware of breathing. The sun, a great spent red ball, was relaxing for the night. Between us and the sun were open, rolling, rocky, sandy, treeless hills stripped of their fertility by glacial action, nude and self-conscious in a country where trees felt obligated to clothe hills, and barrenness was considered an aberration. Was it this contrast that stayed us, or was something else bidding us to wait?


A red fox stepped lightly on the stage from a growth of small

poplars. I could see its nostrils twitching and muscles taut, senses alert,

readied for flight. It was one of nature’s masterpieces, its rich autumn fur capturing some of the red in the sunset, black footed, with the white brush at the end of its tail at rest. Suddenly, it relaxed and leaped gracefully for the den entrance. It yelped once when the trap’s jaws clamped down on its small nerve filled foot. The trap chain attached to a stake driven out of sight in the soft sand snubbed the fox short of the den. We had witnessed the transformation of a majestic wild fox into a prisoner. We had violated nature. I did not feel this then, only the exultation of the catch.


Lyman went into action at once. He pulled off his old buckskin

vest, someone’s discard that he wore as a mark of distinction. There

was a touch of the Dude in Lyman. He had me face the frightened fox

and he sneaked up from behind. The jacket and Lyman’s spread hands

descended on its head as he straddled its immobile body. He then had me come in behind him and assume his position, as dead weight on its twenty pound quivering body. Lyman took leather thongs from his gunnysack and tied its back feet together and then its front feet. He slipped a muzzle over its helpless mouth and then removed the trap from its foot. I held the sack open and he pressed the fox tightly down, explaining that it could not struggle as he tied the top. Lyman came equipped to bring ‘em in alive, after Dad’s admonishment about the dead bobcats.


Our fox was penned when Dad got home and he declared it a beauty. We were trapped by his Daniel Boone syndrome. We sought his

approval.


Our furs were always mailed to Mr. Gus Albert, fur dealer in St.

Croix Falls, Wisconsin. Dad said he paid top prices and our checks came by return mail. We did not know him, but he was special to us because his daughters, Flo and Gert, came under Mom’s spell when we moved to St. Croix. They were junior high age and Mom was about twenty, with a toddler and an infant when they discovered her. They became loyal friends of our family and when Gert married Dwight Mack, he joined in this friendship. Gert became Mom’s best friend. She is ninety-three now, and alone. We adore her!


After Dad moved his logging operation west of town, Grandpa

spent a winter there. He cooked for a teamster who was skidding tie cuts onto the landing. Grandpa also kept the fires going, cut a little wood, and shoveled snow around the camp. I imagine they drove the team and sleigh to Cable about monthly, a ten mile round trip, for supplies. The roads were not plowed then.

THE CALL OF THE WILD


The call of the wild was burning in me, between about eleven and thirteen years of age. I read, asked questions and dreamed of a life in

the deep woods. This dream unfolded into weekend trips to visit Grandpa at the logging camp. Mother seemed to support the trips. The logistics of the five mile hike and ski-ins called for a lot of planning.


Mother liked to send a treat to her dad. He was a reader, so he

would enjoy the paper as no mail reached the camp. In fact, I was the only regular visitor. Layered with clothing to withstand our subzero winters, I would start walking to the west, out of town, on Saturday morning, with my gunnysack over my back and pine skis under my arm.


Holley’s house was the last house on my trip to the camp. It was

about a mile from town. Clarence and Harold were in school with me. I

had asked their advice on setting some weasel, or ermine, traps beyond

their place. They advised a set in a hollow tree that had been productive

for them, as they were trapping in a different direction that winter. Many

would not share this valuable intelligence. It was easy from their directions to spot the tree, hard, gnarled, runted, big only because the growth around it was young. I was excited as I set my first trap for a fur bearing animal, alone; so simple, chicken or beef scraps at the back of the hollow tree, trap in front, secured to the tree and then a “bring me luck” look, as I skied on toward Grandpa’s. The road went straight south a mile, crossing Big Brook, a branch of the Namakagon, then swung straight west for a mile through a barrens. Winter cross country hiking or skiing can be a stimulating census taking for wild life, but it seemed lifeless, devoid of animal tracks.    In contrast, in the previous mile I had seen fox, hare, deer and ermine tracks.


I reached an intersection. The town road turned south again,

sharply left. Half right was a fenced entrance to Dr. Lercke’s summer place, clean, simple buildings and three beautiful small bass lakes separated by high birch ridges. The glacier had donned its artist’s beret when it turned out this little Shangri-La. We had gone to his place with Dad when he delivered a load of wood. After we finished unloading the wood, Dr. Lercke brought us a dipper and a bucket of cool water from his well. It was a warm day, and this filled the bill. In a heavy Norwegian accent, he described the water as “the finest nectar ever brewed.” Dad told us he came from the Old Country as a boy, lived in St. Louis and was a famous surgeon who had developed an instrument for removing foreign objects from children’s lungs. We were sorry to learn that he had to retire early with palsy, and more so when Mom told us Dad was angry when the doctor reminded him that the money he had loaned Dad was long overdue. Dad would say to Mom, “Him with all that money, and me trying to raise a family.’ ,The Lerckes gave us their old carpeting when they replaced it.  Dad’s machinations,  continue to interrupt the flow of my narrative.


My route went straight ahead on a non-maintained road to Grandpa’s. It wound through hardwoods and beautifully snow-flocked

evergreens. I found a place for a set on a short corduroy that crossed a swamp. A good sized tree had blown down and between its uprooted roots and trunk was a spot where an ermine was certain to slink by, sharp-eyed, seeking a mouse or bigger game. I was learning how to think and travel like my quarry, as I did in fishing.


About two hours after leaving home, I opened Grandpa’s door. Snow was banked to the eaves with daylight peeking through two small windows. I was not tired, but exhilarated from the skiing, setting my first traps and seeing Grandpa. He was a part of our family and Mother’s respect for him and his kindness to us kids made him a special grandparent. We had no grandmothers, and it was obvious to us that Mom and Dad did not respect Dad’s father. The place was warm and dark and close. Fires burned in the cook stove and heater. I could smell a mixture of beef, rutabagas, onions, cabbage and potatoes cooking. Grandpa read a lot on diet and indigestion. One winter he ate an onion a day. Mom said that was what made him burp more than usual. Another year he ate an apple a day. I remember him telling her that he had discovered his stomach problems came from fried foods. He had found this in Dr.’ Alsacker’s book, and from then on it was boiled dinners.


I opened my gunnysack and passed the contents on to Grandpa.

Something from Mom’s oven, cinnamon rolls or nut bread perhaps, a letter from Aunt Lottie to “Dear Pa”, magazine and back copies of The Ashland Daily Press.


As usual, I was wound up and talked a leg off Grandpa over a big and good dinner, topped by something special, like bread or chocolate pudding made with evaporated milk, finished off with a cup of cocoa. I went beyond the news on the family, our animals, relatives and the town. He never was disposed to ask questions. I felt it was my duty to bring word from the outside world. Not even a radio intruded on his privacy. I had always enjoyed talking and entertaining. This was not new to Grandpa, but it was to the teamster whom I did not know. The first time he thought it was safe, I heard him say to Grandpa, “He’s quite a talker, isn’t he?” I had heard that before and always took it as a compliment and it went on until bedtime, which came early, just after a trip outside to “take a leak” in the snow and pay homage to a star spangled heaven. Before dozing off, I had a clear picture of an ermine rounding the hollow tree, stalking my bait.


Life was stirring at daylight when I awakened from a sound sleep. It was warm and I smelled coffee. I pulled on my clothes and headed for a snowbank. The john was reserved for heavy duty only in this man’s world.


Grandpa went all out for Sunday breakfast of sourdough pancakes with copious amounts of corn syrup overrunning them, thick fat bacon and an egg fried in bacon drippings. No doubt I had a cup of evaporated milk cut with water. Shortly, I prepared to ski home. Grandpa gave me a winter apple for a snack, my slack gunnysack went over my shoulder with a letter to be mailed for Grandpa. He may have sent along a verbal message to his daughter, “J”, my mother, Jessie.


I entered the beauty and privacy of the north woods winter. On a couple of hills my pine skis built up enough speed to bring tears to my eyes. I peeked at my two trap sets and found nothing had triggered the lethal jaws to close. I met no one to exchange a greeting with, and I wondered again as I passed from the Protestant to the Catholic Cemetery why our small village needed two.


Mom asked a few questions about Grandpa. Chores and school could not compete with the traps for my attention that week.


When I crossed Big Brook that weekend, I had the same happy visions that pop out today. We had a number of Sunday outings surrounded by an abandoned burned out sawmill beside Big Brook, northwest of where I crossed it. We picnicked in a fenced pasture with grass clipped down like a tight crewcut by friendly cattle. Dad started a fire for making coffee and Mom started setting up for a fried chicken lunch. There had been a dam at the mill site and the water still shot through the sluceway at high speed and spread out in a foaming, churning, mysterious cauldron below the chute. It was no mystery to Dad. As soon as he had his blackened bucket of water over the fire he put on a demonstration of balance and poise, crossing the old dam with his flyrod and a glob of worms with heads and tails waving in the air - fatally attractive to trout. He would cast this attraction into the middle of the inferno where the water would work for him, rolling, churning and bobbing the worm cluster, caught up in perpetual motion by the currents

and cross currents irresistible to feeding trout. He laid down his pole on the top of some sturdy alders and pulled out some line. Then he returned to the picnic side of the brook and relaxed by the fire while we kids explored the remains of the old mill and camp site. Several times during the afternoon he crossed over to play and land a 12 to 18 inch brook trout. We all had ringside seats to the show, and Dad brought in an oversized mess of super fresh trout that night, cleaned and ready for Mom’s huge cast iron pan.


The next Saturday I was heading west again to Dad’s sawmill camp, fully equipped with gunnysack and skis. I stood my skis up beside the road and wallowed through deep snow to the hollow tree. The blood was pumping and my breathing heavy. My dream had become a reality! There was an ermine frozen solid in a doughnut-like curl around the trap. I removed him from the trap and enclosed his rigid form in my bare hands and brought his soft fur to my cheek. No matter that the back of his body was yellow with urine stain and he was pungent with the odor of musk. I exulted aloud; this small predator had set me free! I felt no pity or shame, but appreciation. He had come to my trap. I could trap alone and catch furs. It was not the money but the idea of me, out there in the wilderness, testing myself and winning.


After rebaiting and resetting my trap I set skis for Grandpa’s. I felt light of heart and fleet of ski. It was not right to drop this ermine in my gunnysack; I carried him in one mittened hand (I wore woolen liners and leather outside choppers), held him to my face and stopped to admire him. Finally, I trusted him to a deep pocket in my sheepskin coat.


I had read Treasure Island, Swiss Family Robinson, and works by Jack London. The setting for me had to be a northern forest. The idea of survival, independence and self sufficiency, and the challenge of bitter winters with primitive support, appealed to me. I had watched Felix Rondeau and the Taylor teenager come to Cable in the depth of winter to get supplies and return home with their dog sleds. They were the link between large families and the outside world. I wanted to be self sufficient and knew I could catch fish, snare rabbits, and learn to shoot a deer. It was the fur that symbolized the money for beans that was within reach and would set me free to live alone in the wilds.


Grandpa and the teamster took a look at my prize. Wise and kind

Grandpa suggested that I hang it on his outside clothes line where it would stay frozen and be safe. He put it in a paper bag and told me to attach it with two clothes pins. Naturally, the last thing I did that night and the next morning was to check the clothes line, like watching the stock market when one has a fortune at stake.


When I returned home, I found no one who understood the significance of my catch. I really did not expected them to. It was skinned and stretched. I wanted to keep the stretcher in our bedroom. Dad said it would be better in the switchboard office because our bedroom was too cold for good drying, so it went in where lesser furs were dried and stored.


On another ski run to Grandpa’s winter quarters, I found a mink,

my first and only ever, in the corduroy set. It was a beautiful brown animal, much larger than my ermine, and frozen stiff. I was surprised to catch a mink in the dead of winter, so far from open water. Others were also surprised. Nature is generous with surprises. It was anticlimactic. The ermine had helped me leap onto a higher trail. The mink was worth more, was bigger, and had more status, all to no avail. I was pleased, yes, but it went into the gunnysack and was a rather routine presentation at the camp that day and at home on Sunday.


Mr. Albert sent me a check for $6.25, $5.00 for the mink and $1.25 for the ermine. Dad thought he was a little too generous on the latter. I suffered no remorse then for the cruelty of trapping or using animal hides to enfold human vanity, but I will always feel indebted to this little ermine as a symbol of my dream of a solitary life in a log cabin in the wilds. My lifeline to the outside world would be furs. This little ermine freed me to feel independent and go on dreaming.

DAD’S WESTERN OPERATION


Victor Nelson left Dad, and Grandpa moved into Victor’s log shack. It was a long mile beyond Dads camp where I had visited Grandpa on winter weekends.


After school ended in late May, Dad told us we were to get up early and find and drive the horses home from McDonald’s pasture to our barn. There Lyman was to harness them, chain them to the wagon, and drive out to Grandpa’s shack, a good six miles from Cable. We were to load up enough dry white pine tops from an earlier logging to fill the wagon. Then we were to “hightail” it home or, take your choice, “dangle” for home, start up the fire in the boiler and build up steam so Dad could start up the generator and supply Cable with power when he got home. We were then to turn the horses out to pasture for the night. We would get enough fuel ahead so we could have Sunday off. It was a heavy duty assignment for Lyman, who had finished sixth grade. I was, at best, an assistant, but was aware of the pressure on my big brother and tried to be helpful. I guess Dad had decided there were to be no more free lunches for us.


We had plenty of what we liked for breakfast before Mom and Dad were up. The walk to find the horses was cool and quiet through heavy dew. I got in a little rock throwing, Lyman harnessed the horses, handled the reins and was doing a man’s work. We stopped each way at Big Brook and gave the horses a bucket of water, and we each took a good swig, as well.


When we got to Grandpa’s, he smiled and called hello to us. The

horses were tied in the shade with some munching hay. We learned early that we were under pressure to get loaded, get back to Cable and get the steam up so lights could be turned on by dark. We loaded tree tops until Grandpa called us for a filling boiled dinner. He fed well. Without a break after eating we went back to getting a load together. Grandpa kept his eye on us and his watch, and gave us a hand if he thought we were running behind. He always reminded us to hook the chain right for rough locking. We had one hill that was so steep the horses could not hold back our dry load of tops. We wrapped a chain around one rear wheel several times and tied the end around the rear axle. The wheel locked and skidded on the chain to the bottom of the hill. At first it was scary and exciting. It became so routine that Lyman stayed put and trusted me to set the rough lock. This was good for my ego.


One day we did not make the deadline. It had rained and the tops

were soaked. It took us longer to get our load on the road, in spite of Grandpa’s extra effort. Dad was never one to have kindling or cash in a

dry, safe place for a rainy day. We just could not get enough fire to build

up steam pressure. The switch board began to buzz from irate callers.

Dad whipped us hard and there was a feeling inside us that did not go away after our butts cooled. Our sense of fair play and justice was offended. We talked it over and agreed that we did not deserve it. It must be tough on a kid to be alone with no one to commiserate with when he feels he has been wronged. Usually our table talk was light, spontaneous and funny, but it was not that night. Mother heard the story from us and told Dad in private that he was wrong. We were in the power plant laying out wood for the night burn and trying to increase the drying power of the boiler heat. Dad came up to us and apologized. I could tell it was hard for him to do. Lyman looked off into the distance. Neither of us had anything to say. He put a hand on each of our arms and turned away. This was the beginning of something that gnawed away at my childish notion that heroes descended from Heaven. I have always hung on to my need for heroes, and worse, my hurt when their clay feet cannot support the weight I ask them to bear.


The routine became pretty monotonous. We ate a lot of dust from

the horses’ hooves as drier summer weather came on. One morning just after we got under way, I was straddling and bouncing on the reach pole behind the rear wheels, and Lyman was seated on the reach and axle support, holding the reins. The sun was up, forecasting a warm day. We were between the two cemeteries and noticed a man ahead of us, going our way, carrying his suitcoat. As we approached him, we recognized him as the tombstone salesman. His sister was the wife of the retired depot agent. Rumor was that she notified him when there was a promising death. He played the church angle skillfully. When in town, he always showed up at the Congregational Church on Sunday, and gave an inspirational speech to the Sunday School. I thought him a personal emissary from the Lord. He sang solo during church service, with a strong baritone voice, and got a flowery introduction prefaced by “Brother’. He was handsome and would be impressive selling almost anything on television today.


Lyman reined in the horses and asked him if he wanted a lift. Dad always stopped his truck and posed this question. Folks did not hitchhike, they simply accepted or declined. Some preferred walking, but no one was passed by. He recognized us, hopped up behind Lyman and laid his coat across his lap. I was sitting just behind on the reach pole, bounding along. In a pickpocket-smooth motion, his hands went inside the bib of Lyman’s overalls and down into his groin. In one movement, Lyman jerked the reins for a quick stop and his trusty left fist shot back in the cocked position and he said, “You SOB, get off this wagon!” The solicitor had good reflexes. He was off the wagon, coat over his shoulder, arms and hands up as though Lyman had a gun in his ribs, his eyes were wide and innocent and his mouth remonstrating. I was startled, confused and mortified. I saw him as a Visitor from On High, and assumed Mom did, too. We took off and I asked Lyman why he treated the nice man that way. Lyman told me in lumberjack language what he was, and at my request, explained exactly what that meant. We kept going west and completed our daily mission.


I grew up with the twin myths of my being fragile and innocent. Mother helped me acquire and perpetuate them. As an old man, I now think I was hypochrondriacal and dumb. How could my twelve year old brother know so much, while I, only one and a half years younger, was in a dream world, not even grasping for the light switch.


When Lyman was about fourteen he was not assertive, but was a husky youngster growing in confidence that he could function in a man’s

world. Fred Flowers, about forty, who had five or six children, came out of Tom Rondeau’s store one Saturday evening. He was upset and told us our old man was a SOB. Lyman was prepared to fight when Fred went on to say he had come to the counter with his week’s groceries and Tom would not take Fisk’s check because the previous week’s check had bounced.  I was relieved that they did not come to blows.  That night, Lyman wakened me and said, “Bob, Fred Flowers is right.  Our Dad is a son of a bitch.”  It shocked and hurt, but I had nothing to say.  I could not get back to sleep until I was able to agree with my brother who was sleeping soundly.  My confusion seemed to grow, nourished by new situations.

HAIR BRUSHING


In the summer, when Mom had prepared breakfast for us, cleaned up the kitchen, made the beds and she sat in front of her vanity and brushed her hair and put it up for the day. I discovered this one day when I needed and looked for her. Her hair was brown, thick, and wavy. When the sun hit it just so, it had streaks of gold in it. I thought it beautiful and stood staring at this feminine delight. From age seven on, I would drop in with permission, usually seeking something but sometimes just to watch her. Once she was brushing and weeping. I asked her what was the matter and she shook her head, stopped brushing and cried harder. I patted her, sought the source and got no response, so I started to cry, too. What else could I do? I cried when I was hurt. It hurt me to see Mom cry, all alone. There were lots of hurts besides body pains, like people laughing at you, being afraid, and other people’s cries from fears or pains or loneliness or worries. Dogs cry, too, but not the way we do.


One day I dropped by her bedroom on my joint mission of getting permission to do something and having a look at her hair. She was brushing and crying again. I asked Mother why and she plaintively blurted out, “Oh, Bobby, it’s Sonny in that paupers grave!” I never forgot, and years later she explained that Dad had never paid for the plot and the upkeep of Sonny’s grave, so she had to leave Sonny in a “pauper’s grave"  in St. Croix Falls when we moved to Cable.


At the time, I could only weep with her and pat her and give up trying to understand her grief. Now I can accept and share grief without trying to analyze it. No potion existed to heal the festering lesion that was growing in her marriage. Possibly she could have gone on without the flush, financial security and dry wood, but she invested her life in her children. This failure on Dad’s part to pay for Sonny’s grave site and its upkeep was an affront to her honor and pride. She had plenty of both. Her mother love had been betrayed. But remember, Dad had never experienced a mother’s love.

OUR GANG


Our gang enjoyed each other, stayed out of trouble (or did not get

caught), and eventually outgrew gang life and grade school. On

Saturday nights during summer there were dances in the town hall. It

was during Prohibition. The men carried pints and half pints of

moonshine. We hung around the outside of the building.


Early Sunday mornings we secretly met outside the town hall and collected all the empties. We poured the precious drops from all bottles into one. After accumulating about one half pint of moonshine, we huddled. Richard Walker’s folks were going to be away in the afternoon. They had a nice flock of Rhode Island Reds dominated by a macho rooster. Richard would take our moonshine and pour it over a jar of whole kernel corn. We would get together at his place behind the barn in the middle of the afternoon. We did not spend much time in formal

meetings, but did plan easily and well together.


When we assembled after noon dinner, Richard brought out a jar

of home grown whole kernel corn that was softened from soaking in our

drop-at-a-time accumulation of rot gut whiskey.


We moved quietly toward the chicken flock, jar in hand. We had

been admonished often by parents not to chase chickens because it

lowered egg production. To be honest, that was not our reason for a soft

sole approach. We wanted to find the cock of the walk and load him with our corn special. He did not see us as a threat to his harem and he

found the spiked corn irresistible. We herded his flock away from him as

it was he, alone, who was targeted. He ate his fill and we did not have

long to wait before the show began.


His next move was to the top of the dung heap. He reared back

like a mighty basso reaching for a low note. A weak adolescent shoddy

string of high notes came forth as he staggered off his pinnacle. Next he

singled out a willing hen, dropped a wing and tried to circle her in a

flirtatious, tantalizing curtsy. She squatted in anticipation and he spun

out of this graceful maneuver that he had completed many times and

nearly fell on his face. We howled!


Poor Chanticleer did not know he was drunk. All he had left was

old habits and inertia. His concubines were well trained. He mounted

one without preliminaries and fell off. He started a mighty wing flapping

routine and this petered out. The show went on. This regal cock of

the walk was our goat and he did not seem to know it.

WINTER SPORTS


Our gang had some intense Saturday and Sunday mid-winter

outings. The railroad grade was built up south of Cable. It gave us a

short, steep incline, perfect for our improvised game of stagecoach and

robbers. The stagecoach was a short toboggan with a driver and guard

on board. They carried a salt sack or paper bag filled with gold. About

two robbers lined up on either side of the coach. Their mounts were

short pine skis with toe straps. Feet were not bound to skis. With toe

straps, the robber could jump onto the coach at any time when it was

underway. When the coach took off, the robbers tried to wrestle the gold away from driver and guard. The run was short and fast. The good guys

tried to dislodge the evil interlopers from the coach.


We changed around so everyone had a taste of criminal and

respected stagecoach duty. I remember two casualties. A wild ski struck

a downed robber in the head and a robber went off the front of the

toboggan and was rolled down hill under it. We took time out and

showed concern. Tears were shed in a sympathetic climate and we were

soon back at the game. I recall no arguments.


Strategies were whispered when teams changed and we caught

our breaths. What fun and exercise! Climbing the steep hill in a hurry for

the next run filled the air with vapor from our heavy breathing in cold

weather. Outside clothing was shed as we heated up. Hunger pangs

and fatigue finally drove us home.


With flushed faces and, since cold snow does not melt, dry

clothing, we opened the door to our Mom’s woodstove warmed kitchen

redolent of blends of herbs, meats, vegetables and freshly baked bread.

It is enough to make an old man pause in memory of a mom long at

rest.

WINTER NIGHT LIFE


Children, youth and young adults met after supper on cold, clear

winter nights for sledding on the steep long Highway Twenty-four hill on the west edge of our village. The road was unplowed, but well packed by horses and sleighs. There was an array of sleds, toboggans, bobsleds,

and some sliders simply held several pairs of skis together by the straps

and had a fine ride. Bobsleds drew the most attention. They were

handmade and speedy, and some had lively paint jobs and designs.  


Parents were there with young children, lovers, youth, and

children were a part of the happy throng. I was not aware of

recklessness, ill feeling or exclusiveness. Country youngsters walked

over a mile each way for the fun. It was so bright with the snow and

northern lights that artificial light was not needed. It was so simple,

people having fun together.

MORE ODDS AND ENDS


Talking and reading were as natural for me as throwing rocks,

balls and snowballs. Anderson’s and Grimm’s Fairy Tales and Aesop’s

Fables were like dessert, over and over, more and more. I went through

The Rushton Boys, Horatio Alger and Zane Grey series. They were so

real. I longed for the end and liked the sameness of characters and

plots. I became nervous as I read and began scratching the bald spot on

my head. The doctor had nicked my scalp with forceps when I was born

and when he followed up with a visit a few days later, Mother called the

dangling piece of scalp to his attention. He clipped it off, saying it was

too late to save it, so I had a raw spot and was denied a crewcut until I

became an adult when I had the scar tissue removed and the area

stitched together.


As I read and scratched, the spot became more irritated and

required more scratching. Mother was consulted. Obviously concerned,

she applied something to it and tied a clean dish towel under my chin

and knotted it on top of my head. There was a warning to me that if I

scratched any more, I would die from infection. I was her disciple. She

spoke with the same authority as those serial authors I was reading. I

was ten or eleven. Awareness of our mortality was just entering my

consciousness. I had not put it on the back burner yet. In fact, I stayed awake some nights and tried to finish off death and dying like a book. I

could not get to sleep the night Mother delivered the ultimatum. The

combination of not knowing how the story came out in my book, an itching painful head and fear of dying was too much. Finally, I reached God with a prayer, promising to go straight if He would just spare me this once and get me through the crisis. I softened Him up with copious tears and He came through. I had a good night’s sleep. Mom inspected the bald spot, liked what she saw and removed the towel in the morning. I continued to read and scratch my head, but avoided the area that God and Mom had roped off.

THE NEW PREACHER STRIKES OUT


Kids can form strong opinions about fair play and justice at an

early age. We got a new minister at the Congregational Church. Word

was he had left the pulpit and started or took over a newspaper. He lost

three fingers from his left hand, his pitching hand, in his printing press,

and he let it be known that in his youth he was a stellar southpaw flinger.

The Reverend interpreted this accident, according to his wife’s report to

the Ladies Circle, as an expression of displeasure from the Lord, so he

went back to the pulpit and Cable became his beat. The word went

around town.


The Congregational Church sponsored a strawberry shortcake

festival when the berries peaked in late June. It was a fund raiser and an

engorging evening feast in our jack pine park beside the railroad track.

My gang of five turned out in force to support this worthy cause. We

were doing our thing, while anticipating lapping up the surplus when

everyone was served. The ladies in waiting had been generous with us

in past years. We were on the edge of things playing around with a keen eye on the serving ladies and another on our impromptu agenda. A big,

friendly collie dog joined us. We did not recognize him as a town dog,

but he fit in, was accepted by us, and he knew it. The new Reverend

was there and we soon learned, in force. He seemed to be the nervous

type. Out of the blue, he kicked the canine temporary member of our

gang in the ribs with his pointed shoe, not oxford. It was a mighty blow.

The startled dog yelped and retreated to the shadows of the trees. We

saw no reason to kick the dog. It took the play out of us. The line

between dogs and boys is obscure.


The Good Reverend started a Cub Scout Troop, which met in the

church. I was the oldest member. He was going to induct us into the art

of Indian wrestling, and I was selected to demonstrate with him. We

clasped hands with elbows on the table and pressure was applied by

each of us. My buddies were all eyes. Without warning, the holy man

snapped my arm with a sudden jerk. I was able to recover partially

before he pinned it, but he struck again and down went my arm. He

said, “See, you’re almost as strong as I am.” When we had a chance to

talk alone, consensus was that the Biblical scholar had cheated. We had

watched older guys and local men engage in Indian wrestling. We had

never seen cheating before. Of course, the contestants we watched

used four letter words and had sawdust in their cuffs. They were not of

the cloth. The Cub Scouts never seemed to get going.

TESTING HER OUT


Dad bought Charlie Radloffs Dodge sedan from the dealer in

Ashland where the Radloffs had traded it in on a new one. Dad knew it

had never been abused. It was our first time out of the Model T class, and our first nonworking, passenger only vehicle. Lyman decided we should make a test run in it. We started east on County D. He introduced me to test driving by doing the steering when he got it in high gear, while I depressed the accelerator. The test, I learned, was to see what she would do. He told me to give her full throttle when we crossed the Namakagon bridge. I did.


The car had a universal transmission and whined at high speed.

He laughed and said it was not used to being wide open. Charlie was a conservative driver. We were crossing the barrens, smooth and straight for our glacial roads. Lyman knew a good test ground, the best this side of Great Salt Lake. I sounded off the speed as we accelerated. We hit 66 and no more. I wanted to let up and Lyman said, “Pour the coal to her.” The road made a wide turn to the left, near Five Mile Creek. There it was! A new sign, the biggest I had ever seen, nailed to some trees: Prepare to Meet Thy God! I had a fleeting thought that God had moved and was living along County D, then fear took over as my foot left the accelerator. We were in the car without Dad’s permission, speeding. We were in trouble with him and God, and our bodies would be found with the old Dodge wrapped around them. These were my thoughts, unshared with Lyman.


Lyman was satisfied with the test. He found the Dodge’s limits and knew he could drive it. We were not happy when we learned the new Reverend had the sign made and mounted.

UNCLE VAL AND JEZZAS


Our Uncle Val, his wife and his daughter, who was Charlotte’s age, moved to Cable when work went slack on the docks in Ashland during the Depression. He was a teamster and hauled off the docks before trucks supplanted horses. Uncle Val was one of Grandpa’s oldest; Mother was the baby, and never close to Val. His full name was Valentine Pearat Amburgy. I asked Grandpa how he happened to give Uncle Val that name. He blushed and said, “I was a little drunk when he was born, but I did have a good friend back in Kentucky who was ‘Valentine Pearat’. Dad found an old two story empty log farm house for them to rent. It was in a field near Tobatic Lake on a dead end road, not far from Dad’s west side mill. Val took over as teamster for Dad’s team.


Uncle Val was middle aged, red faced, chewed snuff, said little,

was sharp tongued, grunted, parted his gray hair in the middle, and had a reputation for being a kind and able teamster. During Christmas vacation, I was assigned to be his swamper in the woods. I expect Dad laughed with Lyman when he gave me that job. He knew it was pretty simple, that I could not screw it up too much, and a flunky might keep Uncle Val placated. He was a complainer, and a high status highly specialized teamster who wanted to hold the reins, period.


Dad took me to the work area. There was about a foot of clean snow. It was too bad that I could not savor the beauty of the scene, but duty beckoned. He showed me eight foot hard wood tie cuts covered with snow. Val and Dad’s horses would skid them to a landing. I was to pick out the best skidding trail and brush it out for the horses. Then I was to wrap the chain under the tie cuts, sometimes one, sometimes two; Val would tell me. Val would hook the chain to the evener, take off for the landing, unhook the logs and return. I was to clear trails and keep ahead of Val.


Working on the first log I could not get the damn chain under it. Val finally put me down with a look, laid his reins down and sawed the chain through the snow and under the log into place while grunting. Uncle Val had a pot belly that he wore below his belt. He was a busy grunter when he bent over, which signified that he was over extending himself. When he stood erect, the grunting ceased and he went through exaggerated motions of brushing the snow from his mitts. A teamster should never need to get snow on his mitts, and he exclaimed, “Jezzas, it’s enuff to make a man have dead young ‘uns!” He took off and left his failed swamper behind.


There were a lot of “dead young ‘uns” born that day. I forgot to bring the chain over the hook right, and ~t came loose. He invoked “Jezzas” again, and threw in a “God 0 God.” Then I chained the log too far back and it hung up on a buried log, root or some other obstacle. More grunting and still births. By the end of the day I had made every possible mistake and finally reduced tasks to a routine so that I could daydream and skylark, which was what I did best. He never complimented me. I found him to be an honest man. He once told me when I was smarting off, which I was prone to do, that “You’re a smart kid, you know a lot, but you can’t think of it.”


I could not wait to tell Lyman and Red about “havin’ dead young

‘uns.” They howled and Red gargled his throat, cleared all passages and finally collapsed, breathless. It was worth the day’s humiliation to have this report for the big guys. There was much hilarity at the family table when I reported on my first day of swamping for Uncle Val. Mother laughed, too, but kept a “respect your elders” look on her face.

FISK TIE MILL


The following summer Dad and his budding sons ran the tie mill. I kept the sawdust away from the saw and piled the slabs on the old sawdust pile. I was being handed man-sized jobs, but I guess I handled them in a boyish way. Dad got through to me to stay awake when the saw was turning, and I did.


Lyman took ties and boards away from the saw. The ties were peeled if they had been sawed on only two sides, and the squared ones were loaded directly on Dad’s one and a quarter ton International. When we had a break, Dad showed us how to pile lumber. We separated pine and hardwood. The pile was sloped out to encourage rain runoff. Strips were laid between board layers to provide air space for drying. Dad was the sawyer. He rolled tie cuts onto the carriage, selected the cuts to be made, and ran the carriage through the saw. When I had time, I would roll the tie cuts toward the carriage so Dad could reach them faster.


When Dad took a break to file the saw, gas up the tractor, tighten or splice the belt or change saws, Lyman and I peeled ties, piled lumber or loaded ties on the truck. Dad usually hauled a load of ties to the railroad landing in town on our way home. One day we had a load ready in the middle of the day. Very casually he said, “Lyman, you and Bob take the load in while I change saws, and then come back.” Just the idea of riding beside Lyman scared me, but he was ready. He had turned thirteen in May and this was already June. Dad showed him how to put the chains and binders around the load, pointed out that they were required by state law and explained why. There was no driver’s license or minimum age prescribed then. Dad had a lot of confidence in Lyman. So did Lyman.

FREE COW PASTURE


Dad could change course fast. He moved our old Guernsey cow

from town out to the mill. She shared the barn with the horses. He put a bell on her and she ran free to graze. There were no fences. West was Minnesota, North was Lake Superior, and East, Lake Michigan. Chicago was south about five hundred miles. She was fed grain with the evening milking. I always seemed to find her when Dad knocked off sawing and told me to fetch her.


At first, I thought I would have trouble, but I learned her hangouts and habits. She sought grass and clover, which grew on old roads in sunshine. When she was sated, she laid down in a shady area to avoid flies and to chew her cud. She swung her tail and head to dislodge biting flies. I would hear the bell, go toward her and call, and we would meet for a happy walk to a drink and the barn. We would take fresh milk home each evening.


A hand pump stood between the mill and the barn, handy to both.

A short trough carried the water to an oak pickle barrel cut in half. It was

partially buried in the ground. Livestock could easily reach down to it and the water was insulated somewhat.

DAD LENDS A HAND TO MRS. HALSTEAD


Our neighbors, the Halsteads, who had the hotel, had a beautiful

young Chesapeake retriever. Mrs. Halstead came over to tell Mom that

their pet had been bred behind their backs by an inferior local dog with

questionable antecedents. She thought Katie, their seven year old daughter, was too young to be exposed to the consequence of this unfortunate mating. Since the pups were to be disposed of, the plan was to send their dog to the mill for the confinement period. We kids were not privy to this decision. Dad obviously agreed with Mom and the dog rode out with us. She knew us and we enjoyed her company. The dog delivered what we thought to be an attractive litter of puppies. It was too bad that Katie, Georgie Williams and Charlotte were denied the joy of knowing them. The young mother was unable to enjoy the affection they would have displayed toward her newborn. The satisfaction of sharing them with kids was withheld, since Lyman and I were preoccupied with “adult obligations.”


In due time, Dad placed the pups in a gunnysack weighted down with a rock. The sack was tied shut and submerged in the water barrel. Lyman and I saw this and it startled us. We never talked about it, but I remember watching the bubbles rise as the pups drowned. Their Mom swung by and slurped up a good drink as they were drowning. After all, she needed extra water to nurse that hungry brood. Ironic and beautiful that she may have lapped in some last gasp bubbles of air from her dying pups. She seemed unaware and relaxed. We petted her in silence. It was a low point for us. The picture keeps recurring to me, and makes the expression “dog’s life” more meaningful.

PATSY LAKE

Lyman and I had memorable trips with Dad to Patsy Lake. We turned off County D at Griggs’ entrance and drove south about four miles through unbroken woods to a small, tall grass and raspberry covered clearing. It was home to the first log camp we had ever slept in, solidly constructed from heavy logs. It was small, but seemed massive compared to the more conventional tarpaper shacks. The thick walls insulated one more from the sense of being outdoors.


Dad always put together one of his satisfying camp suppers. We

bedded down, trying to anticipate an unknown early morning fishing trip, confident in knowing that Dad had been here before.


We had breakfast and were off before daylight. The walk seemed

endless through an old Longfellow-like virgin hemlock forest. Heavy limbed dark trunked behemoths had us surrounded like an indoor athletic stadium. The trail was wet. Straight light gray thick tall cedars reminded us that we were in an enormous swamp as we approached the lake.


Pasty Lake blended into the forest that grudgingly gave up space for it. The lake was surrounded by thick forest that seemed like menacing foot soldiers threatening to take back claimed space, but the lake had fought back and the bleached remains of fallen trees laid across each other, strewn on the shore, and extending well out into the lake. Lily pads flowered in profusion, honoring the remains of fallen warriors.


We tipped up and drained out an old water filled boat. It sat low in the water, its sidesand deck saturated on the inside by rain water and on the outside with lake water, peeled paint was of no consequence. Boats, like shacks, were never locked. Oars were in place, along with broken oars reduced to paddles. Dad made sure there were a couple of cans on the floor for bailing, in case we had leaks.


In no time, Dad had Lyman on the oars and he stood in the stern,

throwing large, bright inviting flies that included bumble bees and

butterflies. It was not the shore he sought but the shade and shadows

created by lily pads and logs where bass lurked, awaiting air and water

borne quarry.


He gave us our first lesson in thinking and acting like a feeding

bass, and Lyman his first in controlling a boat and puffing the fly caster

at all times in proper position and distance from bass haunts. This required looking ahead to approaching waters. I got the general idea, but was happy to be spared the details and reality of satisfying a dad skilled in all components of fly fishing for bass. How could I be bored? He saw many bass before they struck, and announced it in advance. He played them skillfully, pointing out how they sought deep water or suddenly broke water and shook the flies from their mouths if the line went slack. They were great gymnasts. Many surfaced, sat on their tails, and shook the hook. Dad gave us a running commentary. His was the face of an alert, happy man on top of his sport.


The bass were netted and strung by him. He estimated many

would weigh over three pounds. Lyman was corrected and learned the

discipline of both rowing and paddling from a demanding master, surrounded by hungry bass who were almost waiting in line for a crack

at his lures.


Time went fast for me in an ideal and strange situation. Enough

breeze to abate mosquitoes, new shoreline to study as we circled the lake, Dad’s running commentary, Lyman’s quick mastery of a new set of skills, hatches of young Mallards being mothered and inducted into the skills of acting like a “duck in water.”


I also had my reveries turned on by this pristine lake, surrounded

by an unmarked dark forest and a sky unpolluted by man made effluence or sound waves. The serenity of this scene sharpened the contrast between it and the frantic struggle of bass hooked by the bait of man, the intruder and conqueror.


I watched a doe and fawn timorously leaving their forest cover for a drink, and listened to the haunting calls of a pair of loon: 

We had all had a good day in our own ways. Dad made a killing, and Mom, put on her biggest frying pan for a supper of bass with the trimmings. Lyman mastered a new set of skills, and Dad obviously made note of the tremendous potential this kid had for his business. I got to be with my ten year old brother and Dad on a new adventure. I cannot remember any problems, just a pleasant outing. I did not “rock the boat” or “make waves."

OUR OLD HOTEL


There were only five of us in our grade school gang. No boy in

Cable Village was excluded. All other school boys lived outside the village. Some walked to our school, others attended the four one room rural schools surrounding the Village. Transportation and distance separated them from us five town kids.


When we discovered the hotel we instinctively claimed it and were never challenged. It was exactly what we needed, weathered frame, faded paint, window and doorless inside and out. The first floor was of no interest to us, it was too accessible. A single narrow stairway led to the second and third floors which were divided into rooms. I do not recall there being a bridal suite. Some plaster remained in place in faded greens, rose and peach. Much of it lay in piles on the floors. Some rooms had toilet odors to be avoided, except when nature beckoned.


Our contest seemed to be a natural. The hotel became a fort. We

divided easily into two defenders and three stormers. I was on one side

and Marvin Hempleman was on the other because of our ages and throwing arms. The defender had one little guy with him and the stormers had two. There were two Georgies, Williams and Henderson and Rich Walker. The two Georgies were from flush homes, but there was never any stigma attached to outdoor privy pottying. Rules were simple and honored. The stormers threw gravel and stones and the defenders used plaster. There were no size limits. Adversaries laid in piles like snowballs before the charge cry was given. Winning was simple: if a charger reached the second floor, his side won. Access was via the stairway or through a second floor window that had a lone, limbless tree beside it. No one thought to use ladders, so there were only the two entrance points.


Defenders were stationed at the top of the stairway and in the

room where the tree afforded a ladder to the window, which was near the stairway. The chargers had to engage defenders at both stations and brave their fire if they were to take the fort. Truces could be called at any time. The only ones I remember were when a stormer received a goodly gash to an eyebrow as he raised himself over the window sill but fell to the ground when he was hit. A defender took a fist sized rock to the solar plexus that winded him, and a climber fell from the tree. One of the defenders suffered a badly bruised and swollen forearm in the heat of a charge but did not report it, so no truce was called. Pain limits and valor are individual matters, of course. Hits and near misses were the life blood of the battle that kept us going.


Our goal was to get the Polish farm community kids, who walked by our hotel enroute to and from school, engaged as stormers while our Gang of Five defended. It was our good fortune to have a number of these battles. Plaster and stones flew, tension was high, but we all fought by the rules. There was no invective. Pressure to hold the fort was enormous and no man yielded. As far as I know, no parent or adult was privy to these heroics.

ENTER ROZY


Roswald Rasmussen deserves a special introduction at this point.

He lived on a farm southwest of town, along Highway 24, and walked to

school. He was inclined toward chubbiness and had a drooping eyelid. There was nothing wrong with his sight and right arm. We always recognized each other as equals in snowball and rock throwing.


Rozy’s dad was a two hundred forty pound Dane inclined to an occasional private binge and known to be upsetting around the house when “hitting the bottle.” One cold winter night Rozy came downstairs when awakened by loud voices and cries of distress. His dad had his mom backed into a corner of the living room and Rozy sensed panic in his mother’s voice. He picked up a universal joint from beside the heater and let fly at the back of his dad’s size seventeen neck. Rozy’s throw was strong and true, and his dad collapsed. The frightened mom sent Rozy, barefoot and in underwear, across the field to a neighbor for help. The stricken man was revived and recovered. Rozy could and would throw.


The neighbors who came back with Rozy reported a chunk had been knocked out of the plastered wall where the universal joint had struck after ricocheting off Mr. Rasmussen’s muscular neck. The shot Rozy fired in defense of his mom was heard all around our little world that winter.


We got him involved in storming our fort. He was deliberate, as in school studies, but he found small bore cannonball like rocks and whistled them into the fortress. In fact, after one of his bombardments we always found his spent missiles and studied the scars where they had struck the plaster. It was a solemn business and we had the humility to thank the Creator for sparing us from a direct hit by one of Rozy’s missiles. It is possible Rozy could out-throw me. I was a village kid and he grew up on a forty acre homestead with an inexhaustible supply of stones laid down during the ice age.

OUR TALENT UNDID US


Rozy and I collaborated in one school snowballing episode. He

was in seventh and I was in eighth grade. This privileged us to have

desks upstairs in the study hall with the high school students. It was

recess time on a bitter winter day. A few of each sex went their separate

ways to the privies behind the school. No one made that trip in subzero

weather for social reasons. Rozy and I ended up together outside. I

don’t recall why we got there, but it is possible we were dispatched by

the high school guys to supply a little snow for indoor recess activities. A second floor window was opened and we tossed chunks of crusted

snow, too cold to pack, to the big guys. They would catch it and fire it at

the girls. We could hear their squeals. The guys started making good

solid snowballs with their warm hands and challenged us by sending

them our way. This escalated the improvised recess activity into Rozy

and me taking on the entire high school male student body. We were up

to it and they knew it. Despite the cold, we had no outer wraps or mitts

on and did not miss them.


Our biggest challenge was to hold our fire until a target appeared

at the window and then cut loose without breaking the window. School

work never challenged us the way this voluntary recess activity did. We

both had hurling reputations to defend, too.


The fort defenders made ice balls from the snow we tossed their

way. We found a few frozen potatoes and ice chunks to augment our

ammunition. It was deadly serious fun. Just before the bell rang, the

guys melted away from the window, like small fry evaporate when a big

feeding fish sweeps through their school. We should have known what

had happened up there, but being throwers by nature, we were

preoccupied with getting off the last shots. We let go at the empty

window just as Mr. Needham, the Principal, stuck his big head out. How

I wished I could take back that missile! Too late; Rozy and I had zeroed

in. We knew our aim was true with a frozen spud and a fist sized chunk

of ice. Both had been hurled as a sort of tour-de-force and last hurrah”

as we heard the bell.


Mr. Needham was about five feet nine inches tall and weighed

around two hundred twenty-five pounds, sort of a near-sighted, aging

fullback. He was the last principal the Cable School Board ever hired

who had to be willing and able to whip any student. The place was

taming down and a more genteel type was suitable by the time I entered

high school.


Mr. Need ham met Rozy and me at the top of the stairway. It had

been a long climb for us. He was nonchalantly cleaning his glasses like a

Scotland Yard Inspector who had just gotten his man. There was a

modest spot of blood and a horn-like knob appearing on his forehead. I

showed my respect and an urgent need to get to my desk and get going

on an assignment, a model student. He said, “I’ll see you boys after

school.” We were pretty low. He could have raised our spirits by calling

us “men”; we had performed in a pretty manly fashion.


In the subdued voice of a martyr, he said, “I’m not hurt, but my

feelings are.” The high school guys exploded. They knew why his

feelings were hurt. He had been in the class room with the woman

teacher, having a “professional discussion” until the squealing of the

snowballed high school girls broke up his tete-a-tete in the classroom,

when he should have been in the study hall riding herd on the high

school guys.


After school we were told that we had to  remain in our seats until Mr. Needham went home for that whole week. It was torture and we could not let on. I had to walk a long block across a field to reach home. Poor Rozy had a mile long walk and farm chores waiting. I can only hope the memory of the universal joint dissuaded his dad from adding a stiffer penalty. You can be quite sure Mr. Rasmussen never again left a universal joint to dry and warm on the living room floor.

IN THANKS TO T. W. GRIGGS FAMILY AND LOIS


The Griggs were wealthy summer residents from St. Paul. Mrs.

Griggs gave Cable a beautiful log library constructed by Elmer McKay

in the 1920’s, and she helped us finance its operation. Mary Griggs, her

daughter, gave the community a Natural Science Center. Rozy’s sister,

Lois, was in charge of it for many years. The Center reflected Lois’s

empathy with the wildlife of the Cable area.

PHILLIPI’S ENCLAVE


While still in grade school, Red, Lyman and I continued our

exploration of the unknown beyond McDonald’s wood lot. Like Lewis

and Clark, we finally broke out of the woods and reached the banks of

the Namakagon River. We walked up the wide, slow stream, shallow

at this point, and crossed over to the remains of Vallequet’s farm and

silver mine. It was all new and mysterious to us. There was little left of

the site, but room for imagination.


The old privy had collapsed but was discernable. Lyman’s mind

clicked; why not make a raft out of it and float it down stream to the

bridge on the Radloff Road? We considered the bridge ours. There

was no equivocation. We dragged sides to the river and nailed two of

them together to give us about a 4’ x 12’ surface. We had no tools but

used rocks as hammers and wiggled and pulled nails from bone dry

privy boards. We found loose boards to splice the two sections

together. We even put an extra board here and there on the deck to

plug spaces large enough to fall through, and give the raft a finished

look. It is easy to get so wrapped up in the process of raft building that

one can forget the central mission. We found poles and pushed off

into the unknown. We had never been on this or any other stretch of

the river before. Ours was a motley crew with water soaked

pantaloons.


We knew our route would pass beside Mr. Phillipi’s enclave. He

was a man of mystery. We had seen him in the village, a rotund man

of about sixty. Word was that he had been studying for the priesthood,

dabbled in chemistry and came up with formula for LIP IVO to soothe dry lips, and RUBY IVO to alert men. It was packed in an aluminum

tube, wrapped in a small paper printout and sold in tiny paper boxes.


A fence made up of two barbed wires spanned the river with a

“No Trespass” sign, and there was Phillipi’s enclave. Lyman organized

the fence crossing. He stepped through and held the wires for Red

and me. It was smooth and fun, a team affair. Clean, white, attractive,

green trimmed buildings spread out to our right like a small village.

The master’s larger two story home was obvious. Good looking Cable

area girls worked there. Small packages were put together to fill

orders from retailers that came from all over the country and abroad.

The tubes retailed at fifty cents each.


Mr. Phillipi hailed us as we drifted along and motioned us to

approach. It was the only audience I had with him. In a restrained

voice he pointed out that we were trespassing and he sometimes shot

up the river and might hit us. We let the river gurgle its response for us

as we coasted downstream.


Out of earshot, Lyman and Red let it be known that Mr. P. was

off base. This was a navigable stream and he could not block our

passage. Commoners have a way of learning their rights and limits,

sometimes at a young age. We had heard local men talk about access

rights to the water.


We brought the raft to port under the bridge and secured it to the

center bridge support with hay and telephone wire. It made a great

platform for diving into a deep, languid pool. We stripped off our

clothes and in we went, bare assed. I waded around the edges of the

deep water. It took Lyman and Red several trips to our private swimming hole before they convinced me, a non-swimmer, that the

current would carry me through the pool that was over my head. My

first attempt led to a coughing fit because I did not keep my mouth

shut so I took in water, a persistent problem for me.


It was not long before I could not wait to dive in and dog paddle

through our pool. The water had to be below 700F to support trout. We

would warm up while studying aquatic life in a quiet back water below

the bridge. I can still see an enormous black water bug pop out from

under a log and embrace a delicate shiner with long curved needle-

like jaws that held it fast while he sucked out its life juices. In seconds,

it stiffened in death and was released to float, belly up, downstream. It

was a gripping scene, troublesome to me.


Lyman was restless. Mr. Phillipi had bothered him and he came

up with a proposal. McDonald’s Creek made a short run across

Phillipi’s land before it emptied into the River. A cement dam had been

constructed across the mouth of the creek impounding about four feet

of water. It had a goodly number of pan size brook trout confined and

waiting to be caught at Mr. Phillipi’s pleasure. They were trapped by

the dam at the lower end and a heavy V-shaped screen at his upper

fence line. The V pointed downstream so trout could enter from

McDonald’s, but not leave Phillipi’s property. Lyman and Red

questioned the legality of his setup.


One morning we headed down the creek. When we reached

Phillipi’s well constructed barbed wire fence across the creek with its

No Trespassing-Private Property signs we reversed the screen so trout could enter McDonald’s but not depart. Alders leaned over the pond in profusion. We broke off pieces as long as we could handle and with one eye on the distant enclave, headed for the dam. We left the bank at both sides and waded upstream in water up to our shoulders, pushing our alder brushes ahead of us. As the water shallowed, we could see frantic trout ahead of us. We flailed the water and noticed trout trying to scoot past us into the deeper water. It was hard work, but our cause was just, so we continued to beat and drive to the V.  We felt we had made a statement against tyranny and monopoly and also spread the trout riches more equitably along the full length of the stream. Whenever we were down that way and found the V pointing downstream, we reversed it, trying to maintain a balance in nature.

WALLY PROHOVINIK - MY WINNING MOUNT


As eighth graders, Wally and I took over as winners in the noon

hour and recess jousts against the high schoolers and even Mr. Needham, who challenged us. It was a simple, improvised activity. We paired up mounts and riders. Ideally, the mounts were sturdy, light-footed and stubborn, along with being wasp waisted. The jockeys needed to be lightweight, ambidextrous, supple and wiry. The game was played in snow, away from obstacles. The purpose was to upset the opponent’s horse or dismount the rider, or both. It was a free for all and ganging up on an opponent was ok.


Strategy was the key to victory. Wally and I worked at developing ours. We studied winning opponents. We analyzed our defeats. My legs locked in a scissors around Wally’s non-waist. What in the world, I wondered, holds up his pants? If an opponent ran at us, a temptation, since we were out-weighed, Wally learned to side step and I grabbed the knight and jerked forward. We used their momentum and they usually pitched headlong into a pile. If they stayed up, we tried to engage them before they recovered balance.


It was against the rules for riders to touch opposing horses or for

horses to trip opponents. We practiced with both of my hands free and

my head falling backwards, touching Wally’s calves, and recovering to the upright position. I could bend to the right or left. I would get a grip on an opponent and jerk, pull and twist until he was unseated or the horse toppled. Wally was only an eighth grader, but he was a lean, strong adolescent farm boy. He planted his big feet, leaned, twisted, moaned, grunted and exclaimed in the heat of a match up. He had the build of a German Shepherd and the tenacity of a bulldog. He was a conqueror at his studies and in our improvised tournaments.


The team of Fred Walker and Red McDonald was our toughest

competition. Fred was a big, strong, heavy senior. He had a wrestler’s

torso and waist. Red was lean and wiry and could use both hands but

at greater risk than me because he could not lock his legs around Fred’s expansive waist. Red’s gurgling laugh would come on in the heat of the fray. It was competitive, but I never saw tempers flair or an act of poor sportsmanship. No one was hurt, there was no supervision.


The word went around that Wally and I were uncrowned champs. We carried on with grace. Mr. Needham showed up one recess and impounded Red as his knight. He then singled us out for a match and started his charge. His shoulder was lowered as he approached. Red was ducked down for the crash. Wally side-stepped and I gave Red a push from the rear. I noted a grin on the principal’s face as I looked down from the hips of my noble steed. Red’s gargle- gurgle laugh came on. Mr. Needham’s big face was anchored by a lot of chin. It hit the snow first. One could say he led with his chin. The game went on but Mr. Need ham was too busy upstairs to join us again. Wally was one sweet Pollack kid!

THE BIG RED TRACTOR

With big eyes we watched a huge red steam tractor from the Minnesota wheat fields side track on a flat car near the Depot. Dad bought it to replace an old stationary boiler that had supplied power in our back yard for a shingle mill and the town’s electricity. An exit ramp was thrown together. The tractor was fired up and Dad drove it home under its own steam. The whole town gaped and followed. We were proud. A lath mill replaced the shingle mill and neither worked out.

LADY OF THE LAKE


Another sight of consequence was the motor launch, Lady of the

Lake, which appeared on the side track in Cable. The railroad enriched our village and kept us in touch with that big world outside. Unloading the launch onto a truck and trailer was a big project in the 1920’s, but it went east on County D to Phil Young’s Lakewood Resort on Lake Namakagon. Mother had pointed out the enormous ore boats at Ashland docks that hauled iron ore east and coal to the west. They dwarfed The Lady, but she was big on Lake Namakagon.


Dwight and Gert Mack were paying their annual summer vacation visit to our house. Gert’s sister, Flo, was with them. The Macks had moved from St. Croix Falls to Madison where Dwight worked in the State Capitol. Flo taught second grade in Oak Park, Illinois. They were VIP’s at our house!


We took off on a Sunday with the VIP’s and the Charles Radloffs. She was Mom’s closest Cable friend, and had collaborated on a Sunday picnic lunch. We kids were dressed in our Sunday School outfits and Dad wore a white dress shirt. We drove to Lakewood Resort and parked. Everyone carried picnic lunch items to the dock. We kids were not in on the plans, so we were ecstatic when The Lady of the Lake docked. Louie Frels, oldest son of Henry Frels was captain and crew. He wore an impressive sea captain’s uniform. Dad had engaged the boat for a day. We toured Lake Namakagon. It has one hundred fifty miles of shore line with many arms and branches, narrowly joined with several bridge crossings on County D and town roads. There were many islands, some with summer homes. The shoreline was broken with old sawmill sites, summer homes, resorts and great estates, and a few farms. Dad pointed out the old landmarks and talked some of the early virgin pine logging days when rafts of logs were towed to mills by lake steamers. Dad was giving us a taste of how the other half lived on this cruise.


The lunch met the standards of the occasion. Radloffs home

grown fried chicken, potato, tossed and fruit salads, homemade rolls with wild jams and jellies, old favorite family condiment recipes topped with wood stove baked cookies and cakes, washed down with coffee, tea and whole milk from our old Guernsey. Mother started us all on her own good milk and instinctively saw to it that whole cow’s milk was plentiful.


Years later, she told Lyman and me that Dad had sold the family cow for seventy-five dollars to pay for our Sunday cruise on The Lady of the Lake. A big spender all the way! I suppose she wept as she brushed her hair and the rift widened, but Dad could always raise money or find credit for his causes. He sacrificed her trust for expediency. This went on.

LIVING OFF THE LAND


Dad was not a gardener; Grandpa was. For a number of years he gardened the Wittwer lot next to our house. Our cow’s manure built the soil. Bins in the old cellar were heavy with his produce, and shelves displayed his vegetables which were preserved by his daughter.


Mother took the three of us on walks for wild black, pin and choke cherries which she transformed into jellies, topping for our winter pancakes. She would send us back alone and we would boost Charlotte into a tree and help her fill her syrup pail so we all returned home with full buckets. Mom managed to get wild black berries, raspberries, strawberries and blueberries. Dad was not up to picking, but he would drop her and her kids off in the barrens and we would fill buckets with blueberries. He favored them in sauce, pies, pancakes and muffins.


We bought domestic strawberries from Dr. Clark’s husband’s patch. He supplied the town. They ended up in jam, sauce and shortcake. Lyman picked one year for Mr. Clark. He paid about five cents a quart. Lyman came home with a story about Walter Kliczcz breaking all records for picking. He would fill his baskets with plants and put one layer of berries on top. He made big money, but only lasted one day.


On one of our trout trips with Dad, we spent the night in a metal hunting shack. He took along two cases containing twenty-four empty quart jars and a big kettle for cold packing. We got there in time for picking wild raspberries.  Dad finished preserving the last cooking of jars by Coleman lantern light. It took me awhile to fall asleep with visions of a big bear sitting and sliding down a steep hill and lapping his fill of berries with his agile tongue as he descended., Dad pointed out his actual route where he crushed the bushes as he slid. My problem was where the bear was spending the night. I heard Lyman’s and Dad’s steady breathing as they slept and decided they did not care where the bear bedded down, so I joined them in slumber.


In the morning before daylight, we hiked into one of Dad’s secret

beaver dam flowages. Locals tried following him into his “get a limit” spot. He stopped his Model T at the top of a round about hill where he could look back. If followed, he did not fish that day. We were headed for a small stream with a big beaver dam that emptied into Lake Namakagon. We hit an old railroad logging grade and walked fast so he could catch the early morning fishing.


Dad rafted me over to the beaver house, a dominating edifice of dried mud, bark stripped, winter food branches, and small logs. I was happy to sit and fish until Dad picked me up. My reward was a catch of five keepers, including my all time Eastern Brook record, a sixteen incher. Lyman was content to explore the shore line. We headed back to the shack with seventy-five keepers and enough surplus for our lunch in the shack. Dad had us check each other for wood ticks and we found dozens. He stopped on the hike out to show us several using their four legs on one side of their bodies to grasp a tall grass and waving the opposite four in the air, hoping to engage the body of a warm blooded creature. The trout and berries scored heavily with Mom. The clear-cut burned over country was ugly; nature’s stubbornness in rehabilitating it was sad but heroic. How ironic that

this depleted soil could produce a berry so much sweeter than the domestic variety.

THE RONDEAUS


I never heard a Rondeau complain or spell out the family history. It came in bits from others. They were Canadian French, eleven kids, the last one born after the father died, handsome red and black haired youngsters, raised by the strong, revered, matriarchal mother. The two oldest boys quit school in sixth grade and worked in the logging camps, to help out at home. They lived on a self-sufficient farm on a side road about five miles northeast of town. The kids went to the Lake Owen Country School. The first one I saw was Felix, second youngest and Lyman’s age. He came to town in the winter, on Saturdays, before roads were plowed. Their oversize Shepherd was harnessed to a home made bobsled. The dog was a deadly serious work animal. I can see him fetching the cattle, and they would come. Felix was about a seventh grader, rangy and confident. His mom had improvised puttees to help him in deep snow. I could visualize his problem. The bobsled was heavy with lashed down staples - flour, kerosene, coffee, sugar, at least a two week’s supply. The road was hard packed with snow from sleighs and horses hooves. Felix pushed some but mostly hung on to the side of the load to keep it stable, and he was in deep snow at times. He took pains in tying down the load. He had a man’s responsibility. Here was the link with my dreams of the good life: a log cabin in the back woods of snow country, Robinson Rusoe's life transplanted to the cold country. My dog team would get me out for supplies, and fur trapping would pay for them.

TOM RONDEAU


Tom Rondeau, in his twenties, with six years of schooling,

rented the empty ACA Perry building and opened a general store. It

fronted on Main Street and extended to the railroad side track. The

back half of the building was used to store feed, flour, cattle salt and

kerosene. The cellar under the building stored ice for the meat cooler.

Railroad car loads of feed and flour were unloaded from the side track.


Tom and his wife, Rose, were the first clerks. When the summer

cottage owners, resort guests and estate owners started showing up

in June, they hired me. I was twelve and left the sawdust pile at Dad’s

tie cut mill. My pay was fifty cents for a ten  hour day. It was a Horatio Alger job. I swept floors, stocked shelves and bagged staples

such as beans, rice, sugar and so many items that now come

prepackaged in plastic and paper boxes. My arms tired from grinding

coffee and hamburger, pumping out from one to five gallons of

kerosene and bagging five to twenty-five pounds of chicken feed. We

had a hand slicer for boiled ham, cold meats and bacon. I learned to

change hands without stopping. There was even a hand operated

cutter for lopping off a piece of tough chewing tobacco. Iceberg lettuce

always needed trimming in the morning. We had weekend sales and I

bagged many staples for specials.


It was my job to take groceries to wagons, Model T’s, and a few

classy Packard class autos. I was proud to throw a fifty pound sack of

flour on my shoulder and drop it in back of a local couple’s wagon or

Model T. It also pleased me to lug a box of malt under each arm. This

was an essential in making home brew and folks were making a lot of

it. The manly act of handling one hundred pound sacks of feed was

still beyond me, but I could roll them out on our freight cart and load

one end. I helped fill special orders delivered by Rubin Morey with the

mail on his route around Lake Namakagon. We filled a few special

orders for resorts and small logging camps, including Dad’s.


Tom was bright, honest, organized, hard working and hungry.

He listed and ordered items customers asked for and built a

comprehensive general store inventory. He would special order for

customers. He knew everyone by first name and spoke and made

change in Polish. He also extended credit.

I listened in on some of his conversations with salesmen. He asked questions, he listened. They obviously liked him and wanted

him to succeed. He was given suggestions on displays, sales, when to

buy and a wealth of information on their products. Tom was a

consummate student and had competent mentors. The Swift and

Armour salesmen helped him become a skillful butcher. His knife

sharpening style was reassuring to fussy new summer customers

whose favorite family butcher resided in Chicago.


Tom laid me off before school opened. He did not tell me why,

and I cried. He embraced me and was kind. I ate a lot of candy, my

friends stopped in to talk, but not when I was busy. He usually told me

what to do. Perhaps I did not show enough initiative, perhaps he could

not afford me, perhaps business slacked off; I never knew.


It was after I left Tom that the Cable Motor Company hired me to pump a little gas and do odd jobs in the garage, flunkying for the

mechanic. Mr. Perry owned the place and his son was my hero, but I

never saw him around there. I cannot remember who hired me or how

much I was overpaid. Any recompense was an over payment. I’ll bet

Dad and Lyman exchanged a look when they found out about my

move to garage work. They knew I could not distinguish between auto

parts and tools.


A man came in from the Twin Cities one day. He was driving a

late model car. He told Fred Holley, the mechanic and baseball

pitcher, that he was advised to have the rear end fluid checked

because it might be leaking. Fred was busy and asked me to check it.

The only rear end I had checked prior to that was my own. I got a

wrench, crawled under the rear as Fred advised, and unscrewed a nut at the bottom of the rear end. Oil gushed over my fingers. I crawled

out and informed the man that he had plenty of rear end fluid. He

seemed surprised, and relieved and asked what he owed me. I

checked with Fred. How would I know what price they put on my

services? Fred said, “Nothing.” I passed this along and we exchanged

smiles as he left. I felt good about his obvious satisfaction.


I began to think and grew bothered about a seeming

contradiction between the man’s being told it was low on oil and I had

found it overflowing. I told Fred. He showed me the two nuts, the

bottom one for draining the fluid and the top one for adding. I was

probably the only preadolescent male in our county who did not know

this. I told Fred what I had done. He did not flinch. He was cool on the

pitcher’s mound under pressure. I worried about this nice man

stranded beside the road somewhere. AAA had not yet been born.

There were no service stations or wreckers or motels, just small towns

with space between them. My biggest worry was his return to exact

revenge for my misinforming him. I even ducked behind another car to

check its rear end orifices. Sure enough, it had the same two. To think

a common Model T was built like a Packard or Pierce Arrow! Perhaps

the differences between rich and poor were not as great as I had

thought.


Shortly, my services were no longer needed at Cable Motor

Company. I was relieved. Lyman could have told them before they

hired me that my services were not needed. He had accepted my

mechanical deficiency and had been protecting me from it long before this.


The next spring I was thirteen, had gained ten pounds, weighed

almost one hundred, and graduated from eighth grade. I played with

the men’s baseball team that summer and that, along with symptoms

of puberty, gave me a big boost. I had never applied for a job. Tom

rehired me for the summer. Tom’s store was more attuned to my

talents. He put me in charge of the produce department and coached

me on selling the oldest produce first and cutting the price of bananas

before they spoiled. We put lemons on sale over the Fourth of July for

thirty-three cents a dozen. The next week it turned hot and we

increased the price out of the same crate to sixty-nine cents a dozen.

This bothered me as I had heard the produce salesman advise him to

lay in three cases because the price would be going up. I told Tom

and he talked it over with me, pointing out spoilage, shrinkage, losses

on some produce made up on others. Tom was right, but so was my

mother, who looked for buys and fed her family on a shoestring

budget. I have always felt caught in the middle between profit takers

and the low income consumers. No one showed me where to draw the line.  It’s still confusing, isn’t it?


One Saturday evening Felix and Tom were locking up when Guy

Gardner, six foot three inch section hand and first baseman, and

Archie Williams, teamster, five foot ten inches and two hundred fifteen

pound catcher showed up full of booze. They were married men and

had belligerent streaks in them. They might have been jealous of

Tom, the promising young businessman. Tom was told to open the

store. He stood on the steps, sized things up, and told them no. Guy

swung and hit Tom in the eye. Tom’s left landed on the bridge of Guy’s nose and split it, and blackened both eyes, and broke Tom’s knuckle.

Archie moved in and Felix grabbed him around the waist from behind,

whirled and spun him into the middle of the street where he collapsed.

It was all over in fifteen seconds. There was a lot of Guy’s blood dried

on the steps and sidewalk the next morning. Tom showed up with a

huge black, blue and yellow swollen eyeball, and a bandaged left

hand. He was ready for business. I never heard him mention the

incident. Felix, still stirred up, told me about it in the back room, and I

became upset. Felix said he was afraid for Tom and seemed to have a

lot of extra strength. Felix was fifteen. The story made the rounds, and

respect for Tom grew in the community.

That summer Felix and I unloaded boxcars of grain, flour and

salt. We also pushed ice up a slide from the cellar to the ground floor

and on up to the top of the meat cooler, a demanding job.

AL WOODBECK

Al lived in St. Paul and worked as a switchman in the railroad yards. When the Depression hit, he was laid off and returned to Cable with a wife and young daughter.  Al went to work for Tom. He became the butcher, and a good one. I helped out by cutting up scraps that we ground into hamburger and I turned the crank on the grinder. Al encouraged me to venture into making simple cuts for steaks, chops and roasts. I also cleaned the meat block, a last chore before closing, and a demanding job. One day a tourist woman came in and wanted another roast “just like the one Al cut for her last week.” Al was out and I tried to substitute for him. She had watched him cut it. I lugged a hind quarter onto the block. “No, it wasn’t that,” she said. I managed to rehang it in the cooler and dropped a front quarter on the block, saying, “Maybe it was a shoulder roast.” “Oh, no,” she said, “roasts don’t come from shoulders.” I puffed the damn slab back and Al came in. She was so happy to see him. “Al, I want another roast just like the one you cut for me last week. It was delicious and we have company coming.” “Yes, I remember,” said Al, as he brought that shoulder back. “It was a chuck roast.” “That’s right,” she said, as he cut her a shoulder roast. My wounded pride pushed me toward learning socially approved beef cut nomenclature, or just scapegoating, blaming it all on the fickleness of women. Some customers were different.


Tom and Al were good for me. We talked of many things between rush periods, and shared insider jokes, many about our customers. When we were free, Mrs. Holley got our full attention. She was the wife of our only Civil War veteran and former constable. She was a feisty little thing with dyed red hair, and she wore dark glasses and a baseball cap. She was in her late eighties and did all the shopping. She had a routine. Her first stop was the feed scale in the back room. She could not see the numbers, but wanted her weight. We varied our reports to her from the high seventies to the high nineties. If it was high, she bought little. Tuxedo was purchased for rolling her own cigarettes. Sometimes a crudely made cigarette hung from her mouth, standard for “the old man’s pipe; always a six pack of doughnuts for him, a can of carnation milk and a loaf of bread. If we lowered her weight, she would splurge and add pork and beans, hamburger, bologna and other extravagances.


We always asked about her baby son, Georgie, in his mid- sixties, and living with his parents. She was quite solicitous of his health and psyche. “Worried too much, slept poorly, worked too hard, too thin and not a hearty eater’ were some of her responses. An inquiry about the old man’s health brought a different response. He was in his early nineties. She always manifested impatience and disgust when we inquired. One typical proof she offered that he was the laziest man she had ever known was to counter our denial with, “Do you know what he’ll do when I get home? Why, he’ll call for a doughnut and a cup of coffee. You can watch him. He’ll take out his false teeth, dunk that doughnut and when he’s through, put his teeth back in. Why? only because he’s too lazy to clean em, that’s how lazy he is.”


Mrs. S. Johnson was the widow of the founder of the Johnson

Floor Wax Company. Frank Lloyd Wright designed their headquarters

in Racine, Wisconsin. They had a summer estate on Lake Owen, north of Cable. A private golf course and a landing strip were features, along with a year round caretaker who was quartered on the property, and that separated summer homes from summer estates. Mrs. Johnson was the dowager of this extended operation. When she entered our store to shop, the red carpet was rolled out. Tom was her clerk. It was my privilege to carry her groceries to the oversized station wagon. Tom and Al would be happy to lend a hand if necessary. FDR bought enormous logged-over acreage from the timber companies and created Chequamegon National Forest, east of Cable. Mrs. Johnson also bought thousands of acres of woodlands in our area and kept it off the market. They both helped preserve the wild beauty of our forests and waters.


Mrs. Whiteford was our most unpopular customer. I learned the hard way that Tom and Al took off for the back room or busied themselves in a corner when she entered the front door. Compressed yeast used in home bread baking was popular. It came in small squares. Being alone, she could not use a square, so she stood over me while I cut a square in half. She took much time picking out her half. Our eggs were brought in by local farmers. She stood over me and pointed out the three eggs she wanted. This was not a poor woman. Folks liked to say she had buried two husbands, as shallow as possible to hold down cover charges, I guessed.

ANDREW SHERMAN, LAID BACK HERO


Andrew Sherman bached at the end of the town road, south of

town. It crossed the bridge where our secret raft was moored. Charlie

Radloffs farm was on the road. Andrew lived at the end of the road,

next to the river and the railroad track. In winter he usually came with

his horses and sled to pick up horsefeed. He was a sweet, modest man who had been a meat hunter for the logging camps. He supplied them with venison. He was a dead eye and won first prize in turkey shoots consistently with a .22 Winchester. Andrew had flattened a spike and fashioned a peep sight for it. He was finally barred from turkey shoots. His offense was winning. This modest old man was an authentic hero for many of us and more so because he refused to wear the mantle. Tom recognized class and always went overboard to visit with Andrew. It had to be on his terms, no ostentation or special privileges.


Lyman had started taking the hinges off Dad’s gun cabinet and

we smuggled one of his guns down the railroad track, south of town

toward Andrew Sherman’s, to practice shooting. We were intimidated

by the rifles and left them at home. I was afraid of Dad and objected,

but went along. Lyman encouraged me to try it, so even I squeezed off

a few shots. Lyman experimented some. He reloaded shotgun shells

with substances such as dried peas and beans, to study variations in charges. He also locked shot gun and rifle shells between fence post

and wires and shot the primers on them. We never discussed his findings. Years later, Dad told us he knew what was going on. Lyman

always cleaned the gun barrels before he put them back, but Dad said

he forgot to wipe off the powder residue and he could smell it.


Lyman traded his dog, Nellie, for Andrew’s .22 Winchester.

Andrew loved Nellie. She never grew into full maturity. Some of us

never do, either. He enjoyed reporting about her. She loved to spend a

day in the marshes along the river, catching frogs. She played with

them but never hurt one. She would substitute a tin can and have a

good day with it. She bedded down in his narrow road and he had to

climb down from wagon or sleigh to waken her. Andrew’s heart was

running down as he aged. Nellie would jump on him to express her

unlimited affection and would topple him. Getting up was difficult.

When she began to chase deer, Andrew peddled her and went back

to living alone.


One winter Andrew did not show up in town and his nearest

neighbor, Herman Radloff, called in that no smoke was coming from

his chimney. Andrew never had a telephone, lights or a flush. Red

Thompson and Dr. Neer walked the railroad tracks to Andrew’s place

and found him in bed. Dr. Neer said he had pneumonia and should be

in the hospital. Andrew said he had no money and would not leave his

place. Red said they would be back in the afternoon with a team and

see that he went to the hospital in Ashland.


When they returned to bring him out, he was sitting in his

favorite chair with his deer rifle in his lap. He had placed the butt on a

stool beside him with his head against the muzzle, pressed the trigger

with his thumb and the impact settled him in his chair with the rifle nestled into his lap. I heard men who understood analyze what happened. I never heard anyone challenge his terminating his life. Andrew never caused anyone trouble, never asked or expected anything from family, friends or government. He paid his way through and out of life.

THE STORE AND ONE OF ITS QUEENS


We three clerks were so attentive to our favorite customers that

we could nearly predict the day they would drop in. We actually matched coins to settle who would wait on each of them. Little did they or their husbands know.


Ruth Thompson was a local girl, a former teacher who had

married Red Thompson. They had a red headed infant son. Ruth was

always in a hurry, engaging, happy and bubbling. She had dark red

hair and looked as through she enjoyed seconds on food. One day

she dashed in about 11:30, said she had been out all morning and Red would be home for lunch at 12:00. She had made no plans for lunch and wanted suggestions, please. We all wanted to help poor Ruth and keep that beast pacified. She left the store with two cans of Campbell’s Chicken Soup. The next time she was in we all asked how lunch went. She said Red had found a feather in his soup and it did not set well, so she sat down and wrote the CEO of Campbell’s, telling him how the clerks had said Campbell’s soup would save the day for her, and she felt their product had undermined the twin institutions of marriage and family. On her next stop, she reported a long letter from the CEO, apologizing, reassuring her of Campbell’s faith that their products were the cornerstone of the 1920’s American family, and to restore her confidence in their product, a forty-eight can case would soon reach her. It did. She was deft with the quill.

BABYSITTERS NEVER HAD IT SO GOOD


The Thompsons moved from the red brick house near us to a

renovated two bedroom apartment in an old house on Main Street. I

was the Prince of Cable when they hired me to baby-sit their infant on

the first of several Saturday nights. Imagine a happy infant, diapered

and kissed good night when they went out on the town. I read him a

story and tucked him in as instructed. I never heard from him again

and the next morning at a decent hour he climbed all over his folks,

who were sleeping in, and this got Ruth started on a worth-the-wait

breakfast.


Before they left for the evening, Ruth showed me the radio,

bowls of fruit and candy, and magazines, the bathroom with special

towels for me, and directions for taking a bath. I had a radio to myself

for the first time, central heat, snacks, and my first tub bath. The next

morning I brought the Sunday paper in as instructed and read it before

they awakened. When called, I sat down to orange juice, scrambled eggs and bacon (all this before cholesterol worries), toast and jam and a glass of milk. They sent me home with a shiny fifty cent piece and an invitation to return for another round of baby sitting, which I accepted. I

have never had better duty.

TOM CUTS DOWN ON FREELOADERS


The Great Depression was on when I was summering at Tom’s store. Hoboes rode the rails through town. Some dropped off to pick up a bite to eat. They headed for Tom’s. He always scooped up small bags of bulk coffee and sugar, a small can of milk, loaf of bread, can of beans and ring of bologna. They would start a little fire in the park and sleep there, or in the jail that was never locked. Tom mentioned to one of the salesmen that the number of hoboes seemed to be increasing and we realized they were beelining for us. The salesman confirmed our hunch. The hobo grapevine had Tom checked off as a pigeon. No other store in town got their trade.


Tom had a load of sixteen inch unsplit hard maple dropped off

beside the store. An axe, maul and wedges were stored in the back room, handy to the pile. The “New Deal” was on when Tom started offering to exchange an hour of wood splitting for a meal. Some accepted, others took off. One man split his quota and returned the next day. He wanted to know if he could split enough for a new pair of shoes. He split an impressive pile of wood and left after several days with new work shoes, pants, shirts, underwear and socks, along with sundries such as soap and tobacco thrown in, in reply to Tom’s “Anything else?” The daily menu for him was stepped up to a small steak, fruit and bakery items. Tom seemed to enjoy planning the hobo’s menu and wardrobe with him, and he left with an invitation to come back, with an exchange of handshakes and smiles. There was a dignity to his walk. He left more than a pile of split wood. He had chopped a stereotype. He was a decent guy down on his luck. We watched him go out of sight.

THE REAL WORLD WAS NOT FOR ME


Al was a Mason. He told me Tom was, also. He began to talk

them up, telling me they never recruited. I think he wanted me to join. He showed me a petition which read, “Most Worshipful Master.” When I asked him who this was, he named an ordinary local man. I was offended and told Al, “There is only one Master, the Lord in Heaven.” About the same time, the Monarch line food salesman, who was an authentic Dean of Salesmen, visited us. We all looked up to him. He spoke of games played by salesmen to enhance sales. One successful competitor switched rings and pins between the Masons and Knights of Columbus, depending on the client’s loyalty. This shocked my naiveté and idealism. I still find it reprehensible.

TOM RESTORES MY FAITH


Tom took me dry fly fishing one evening. I had my old telescope

rod and a gob of worms. We fished the Namakagon River east of Cable. I now marvel at how early Tom acquired some elitist tastes. He threw the dry fly well and enjoyed it, and landed a two and a half pound germen brown, removed a long green eel from its side and returned it to the stream. This was a class act. He was in a small group who talked low key to each other, did not enter their catches in contests, and would not think of eating one. And this was in the 1920’s!

A SWITCH


Lyman told me he sat in front of Tom’s store one Sunday evening, waiting for Tom to open up and fill an order  for Dad's camp.  It  was dark. L. D. Perry came around the corner of the store, from the Post Office where he lived, unlocked the front door, entered and departed shortly with a bag under his arm.  Lyman said, “I’ll bet he’s stealing Tom blind.” I told him I thought he was wrong. L. D. - Deacon, Postmaster, Bank President, Ford auto dealer, landowner, hat tipper - hit the store early almost every morning. He had a routine, picked up a package of Wings, ten cent cigarettes, and sometimes a five cent bakery sweet, came to the counter, reported his purchase and laid down the correct change, always with the flourish and image of a big and honest spender.


One morning I looked up from bagging bulk goods and directly

across from me Mr. Perry was taking his hand out of the Wing carton

with two packages in his big paw. He greeted me and blustered out

his report of one package taken and laid out his dime. My heart sank

as I thanked him. It shook my faith in the order of things. I had read all

the Horatio Alger books, and they detailed the life of the young floor

sweeper. None covered the boss. Here was Mom’s model gentleman,

stealing ten cent packages of cigarettes. Should I tell Tom? I was

blindly loyal to him. I had to, and I did. “Oh, no, Bob! You’re wrong.”

“No, Tom, I saw it.” The next morning, Tom was at the counter. He

opened a new carton of Wings. L. D. did not show up every day, but

Tom set his trap twice and collected a dime for two packs of Wings

each time. He asked me to stay out of sight and say nothing. The next

time Mr. Big entered the front door with a lusty “Good morning”, Tom

asked him to come to the back room. We opened at 7:00 AM, and Mr.

Perry was typically our first customer.


L.D. returned from the back room and beelined it for the front

door. He did not, as usual, saunter. His walk was more of a sneak.

Tom came to me at the counter. Even the freckles were drained from

his face. “Was I right, Tom?” I asked. Tom was crying softly. He

nodded yes and sobbed, “He was like a father to me.” I was crying,

too. Tom told me Perry said his wife had all the money, but he had kept a record on a stud in the big red barn near our place and would make it right. Lyman and I never saw him around the barn. I did not ask Tom to believe it.


One morning I was sweeping floors near Tom’s desk when I

noticed Henry Fisk’s page open in a thick ledger. The total was $2,500.00. This shook me, so much money owed to Tom, who was just getting started, and Dad’s credit was no good with his own sons. It took me days to come to a decision on this. My loyalty was to Tom and not my own father. I told Tom what I had seen and urged him to be careful. I said Dad would not repay him. Tom said not to worry. I had betrayed my own father!

A PRIVATE TROUT PARADISE


Shorty Rogers bached and farmed at the headwaters of Spring

Creek. He invited me to fish trout at his place. We got acquainted

when he came to town with his team and shopped at Tom’s. A lot of

his generation never owned an auto - Henry Ford holdouts. Mom

packed a solid bag lunch and I biked out one Sunday with telescope

rod, worms, canvas creel and lunch tied down in my carrier. It must

have been four or five miles east of Cable on a town road. The bike

had extended my range.


Shorty was a helpful host. He never invited me inside; I doubt if

he did much housekeeping. He showed me around his bachelor farm

and made suggestions on fishing. What trout - so anxious to please,

obviously unmolested and not hook shy. Every log and undercut bank

produced an aggressive attack on my worm cluster. I saw most of

them strike. They were darker than most, with greater contrast

between rainbow speckles and back, and meatier. I returned to the

most appreciative fish eater I have ever known, with a creel full of trout

wrapped in ferns, grass and flowers, a sort of meadow garnish. I saw

and heard no human sounds except taciturn Shorty’s, and did not miss

them. I felt like a British Lord with Shorty as game keeper of my

private water.

I NEVER REALLY MASTERED THE AUTOMOBILE


Learning to drive an automobile was sheer torture for me.

Lyman started taking Dad’s guns and Model Ts out for self instruction

in fifth and sixth grades. I was usually with him when he tried them out,

and he grew in competence and confidence. I enjoyed the outings, but worried more about getting caught than acquiring skills. Lyman had no

concern with being caught. We now know Dad knew what was going

on. I think he may have been proud of Lyman’s precociousness.


When I was nearing ten, and Lyman was past eleven, he

decided his time had come to teach me to drive. My guess is he had

mastered driving and saw teaching me to drive as the new frontier. I

was his challenge, and what a challenge!


In the early evening, under protest, I got in the driver’s seat as

instructed and Lyman started the car. Dad was not home. We picked

up County D, crossed Main Street and the railroad track, then we

headed south on Highway 24. I think Lyman thought it was a piece

of cake.  I was, like him, a natural.  The car seemed to be running itself.


We passed the Catholic cemetery at a modest pace and reached the ninety degree turn between the Protestant and Catholic cemeteries. If they had been integrated, that curve might not have been there. As we went into the ninety degree turn at Ed Knapp’s corner, I started to think. It seemed so obvious to me that when one makes a ninety degree left turn, a ninety degree right turn must be executed to return to course. But I overlooked the simple fact that at the zenith or apex of the turn, a right turn should begin because the road is turning right, and when the ninety degrees turn is completed, it is going straight.


Having thought it through incorrectly, at this point I made a

ninety degree turn to the right. Oh, the woes of some deep original

thinking I We left the road at a ninety degree angle, hit the ditch and turned belly up. There was no top on the Ford. The windshield was the

highest point, so it was smashed. The back of the seat was held off

my neck by Lyman’s back. He grasped the situation and went into

action. With his free hand, he scooped away dirt so I could tuck my

head into a fetal position, looking at my feet, out of danger of being

decapitated by the seat back.


About this time, Ed Knapp’s bloodshot popping eyes appeared.

Lyman said, “Lift her up so I can crawl out.” He did as told. Lyman

crawled out. They pushed together and I crawled out. We three pushed the car back on the road. I was not much help.


One front tube, still inflated, had hopped out of the rim in a

series of bubbles. Lyman let the air out helped get the tube back in place and pumped it up. Hand pumps were standard car equipment in those days. Lyman cleaned away the glass still clinging to the windshield frame, told me to stop bawling because Dad would figure we had learned a lesson and there would be no whippings. We headed back to town. Lyman was not considered a good reader in school. I was, but he read people and situations much better than I did.  There was no whipping.


Dad said nothing when we got home. Dusk made our return

through town less painful. Lyman spent the next year or so cruising

around Cable in the same Model T, with a new windshield. I sat beside

him, an ambivalent passenger. It was fun to be with him. He drove well, but he liked to do stunts. I was scared and he knew it. He would travel the length of Main Street and there were wide spots at each end. These were his testing grounds in mud, ice, snow and dry conditions. He would “gun” the car and hit the steering wheel hard left or right, and chuckle as I screamed while it skidded around.

THE LINEMAN


The summer I was fourteen, Felix stayed on at Tom’s, and Tom

decided he could not use both of us. Dad had me clear all telephone

lines of trees and brush impinging on wires. Short poles exacerbated

this problem. In addition, I was to replace broken brackets and insulators. He pointed out that my friends were shooting them off with

their 22’s. He had actually had a span of live phone wires across the

Namakagon River appropriated by sucker snaggers, illegal in trout

streams, to string their catch on. Dad turned the old Buick touring car

over to me. It had been acquired from Mr. Fiedler, transplant barber

from Chicago, converted into a pickup and painted a raw blue so it

was called the Blue Bird. This was an affront to the gentle blue color

nature mixed for our native blue birds.


We had lines in all directions from town. I carried my lunch,

water, climbers, safety belt, pliers and spare wire, insulators and

brackets, shovel, axe and saw. It was a switch from the stare, so low

key. Customers, empty shelves, rotting iceberg lettuce, all made

demands like a wet, tired hungry baby. I worked alone, revelled in the

work, felt I was doing a man’s job, and in Cable’s natural wild setting.

At night, Dad usually asked how far I got, but never praised or

criticized my work.


Thanks to Mom, lunches were a pleasure. I sought a wooded

spring, stream or pond for shade and aesthetics when I sat down. Wild

birds seldom showed, but serenaded me with restful music until I

departed their haven. I had no problems with Blue Bird or the work.

Baseball, home chores, Sunday ballgames and church occupied my

free time. It was a good summer for me; I did not screw up anything.

THE REWARDS OF SNOW PLOWING


Road snow plowing began in the late twenties. Dad liked to pioneer technical advancements. Besides, he had Lyman, who adapted to the demands of operating innovations. State roads were cleared by publicly owned equipment. Dad made a deal to plow the streets of the village of Cable and towns of Namakagon and Cable roads for five hundred dollars each for the winter. He bought a two ton International truck and plow. Lyman, a high school student, was the driver. He drove a lot at night and attended high school during the day. Sometimes I went along as wing man. I got to ride outside and operate the wing that pushed the top of snowbanks back as it piled up, so the road did not narrow down to one lane as winter progressed. I could set the height of the wing blade by pulling on an endless chain. Lyman stopped to change the blade angle. All settings are now controlled by the driver inside the cab. He signaled me from the cab to make my adjustments and reminded me to stay alert. The cold air helped. Besides, it was glamorous, and pioneering, like cosmonauting, but we did not plow in front of audiences.


Before we started a run, Lyman had to remind himself of parties

living along the stretch to be covered. Those on his good guy’s list got special attention, like driveways and turnarounds in their front yards plowed out. When we had scores to settle, he would remind me to watch him and he would signal to swing the wing out more or raise it and he would speed up to fill in their entrance to the main road, or crack a gate with too much snow, or give a mail box a ride out into a field. These were all accidents. Lyman was sensitive and kept good mental notes on wrongs to be righted. I did ask Lyman why he threw one man’s mail box out into the field. The terse reply, “SOB starves his horses all winter.” He was right! The next spring, I saw the man’s team of horses in town. You could count every bone. They had to regain their weight in the pasture. He never had any grain. This was not John Eric’s standard, and to think I had never noticed it!


I expected no pay for snowplowing. It was fun. I would be

surprised if Lyman collected much. He also hauled huge culverts and

long pilings that were used as supports for Lake Superior piers. These

were long night runs with the International while he was in high school.

He was a quiet fellow, slept some during school, never caused trouble. I was always wide awake and looking for a canary to swallow.


Dad moved up to a four wheel drive truck, lost money and

another project failed. It was more evidence for him of Lyman’s talent,

and Lyman knew eventually he would need to strike out on his own.

SUMMERING WITH LEE AND BEA


The summer I was fifteen Lee and Bea were living in Wausau,

Wisconsin. He was State Game Warden for Marathon County. There

was a news release to our paper, the Ashland Daily Press, reporting

that he had gotten the record number of convictions for the state in the

prior year. Convictions were the measure of success for a warden!

When the Perrys visited Cable that summer to give his parents a look

at their infant daughter, they invited me to return to Wausau with them.

I gave up work at Tom Rondeau’s store and playing with the town

team to go home with them.


One Sunday Lee and I drove to an outlying town for a night

baseball game. Lee had me bring along my glove and shoes in case I

was needed. I worried some about this. Lee explained that he would

earn $25.00 if he won, and $15.00 if he lost. He played under the

name of Steiner so folks in his front office in Madison wouldn’t be

upset. Their opponents would have an imported pitcher, too.


It was a tight, well played and pitched game. Lee batted third.

On his last time at bat, he whispered to me that he was going to get a

hold of one, so he tripled to right center. He knew he had set up an

excellent opposing pitcher. The past his prime catcher with smarts

doubled Lee home in what ended as a 3-2 victory.


Lee touched all bases that month of July, while I was their guest

in a comfortable apartment with a “flush.” His agenda was varied. Lee

was hearty. Bea seemed to enjoy cooking for him.  I saw my first waffle

iron and tasted its fruits. With pork sausage, it made a lot of sense. He favored pork chops, hamburger and spaghetti, heavy on the meat

balls. It was an orgiastic month!


One day we stopped at the Catholic Rectory in a Polish farm

community adjacent to Wausau. Lee was inside for some time. I did

not mind; he always filled me in. It was so new and different to me. He

made me feel adult when he gave me his succinct report. The Polish

were seining game fish from a tributary of the Wisconsin River and

feeding them to their hogs. They were hard to apprehend because

they protected each other, even to the point of hiding the accused so

warrants could not be served. He was trying to cultivate the priest for

help, but Lee’s agenda was broader than that. The priest always served good wine and it was scarce during Prohibition. Furthermore, and this came last, like the proverbial frosting on the layer cake, the priest had a knockout young Polish housekeeper, so Lee had several good reasons for stopping, and I was given more of “How I spent my summer” that I would not write up in the first English assignment in the fall.

FISHING WITH THE WARDEN


One afternoon Lee and I stopped at a luxurious home. It had a

three car garage. We had fishing gear with us. We got into the stranger’s Ford and took off. Lee had briefed me. The man was a bootlegger. He drove a big Buick convertible weekly to Canada via Minnesota, and returned with top of the line liquor. He was an inveterate fisherman and had wanted to take Lee to his most productive hideaway.


We talked as the friend drove and filled us in. We would be sneaking in to Miss Frost’s private trout waters. Her dad owned Frost’s Bait Company in Stevens Point. She had inherited it. He had developed her fishing Shangri La. It was an old farm with a stream flowing through it. The stream had been dammed for a grist mill. She  had a cottage on the upper, most productive pond. Below was the farmhouse where the caretaker lived. Miss Frost was an excellent fly fisherwoman who came out in the evening and checked the hatch. If she liked what she saw, she took out a kit and tied a couple of flies. Some nights she did not wet a fly. Lee’s friend had never met her, but had poached there many nights in the thick cattails across from her cottage. He got acquainted with local poachers and they filled him in on Miss Frost. She was almost mythical to the locals. Tales of the fish exceeded those about her -- enormous Browns, Rainbows and Brooks. The locals fished late at night using live bait and big cane poles with strong lines.


There were obstacles. Miss Frost had a nephew who played

tackle for the University of Minnesota. In Wisconsin there was nothing

bigger or meaner than a U of M tackle. He stayed with her and patrolled the area at night. Locals hid their cars, walked in and played hide and seek with him. Oh yes, he was deputized. He made arrests.


Lee did not like sneaking in. He thought her Achilles heel was

poachers. Why not use his position, put on his badge, go to her door,

introduce himself, tell her he was passing through, had heard of her

and wanted to meet her. We sat in the car by the barn. Lee had tea

and a good visit. She mentioned poaching as a problem. He was

sympathetic and offered to help. All of this was reported to us later.

She extended an invitation to fish from her lawn. He always carried his

flyrod, but he had a problem. He had a friend and a boy with him. Miss Frost said that was no problem, bring them along, she had extra gear. After all, they made the stuff. Lee told her we would go get a bite to eat and be back at 6:30, when Miss Frost indicated that was a good time to begin fishing. She told him to come to the door and she would help him get started.


We took off for a restaurant in Wild Rose and an “everything’s

on me” dinner from the bootlegger. Lee ordered a lot of the best. The

rumrunner was in ecstasy. He earned a good living, but it was by

stealth. He loved to fish and now he was going to be a guest on the

best trout water he knew. He seemed to relish the fruits of legitimacy

and showed much appreciation for what Lee had done for him.


Lee took it in stride; it was routine for him. He had been making

crucial strike outs and hitting tie-breaking home runs for years, and

didn’t he court and wed the best looking school marm that hit our neck

of the woods? He made no response to the adulation.


Lee filled us in as he ate. He had been cordially received, met

her nephew and listened to their problems with poachers. Lee said he

looked like a 190 pound back when he shook hands with the 250

pound tackle, whose aunt had moved him to guard. It was not Lee’s

style to meet formidable opposition head on. With his success as a

pitcher using control, speed, a curve ball, and as a last resort, slippery

elm, why should he?


Miss Frost did not think it would be a productive evening, but

took him for a walk on the mowed grass lawn along the water, pointing

out good places to cast a fly, and trees where a line might hang up.

Lee explained that he and his friend never left home without their

poles. It was standard equipment in their car. Lee also cleared me for worm fishing with his telescope rod. This was a courtesy to her. Many

fly fishing purists frown on bait fishing.


We returned to the Frost compound, parked in the open, got our

gear together and assembled in front of the Frost cottage at the

designated time. It was an impressive scene; a well kept lawn down to

the water where there were huge native hardwoods. Opposite was the

“sneak in” shore, unkempt raw nature, a rank growth of cattails,

alders, tules and coarse grasses, ideal cover for red winged black

birds and forage for muskrats.


Miss Frost joined us on the spacious lawn. She was a trim

woman in her sixties, carrying her rod and fly tying kit. In no time, she

had determined the fly hatch and with surgical deftness, clipped and

tied feathers into a replica. Lee and the two car rumrunner commented

on the skill with which she cast her fly. The big ones started to roll,

striptease like, on the surface, but again, there were no takers. Our

hostess excused herself shortly, wished us luck, and returned to her

cottage.


It was almost dark. Lee and I were fishing together but had

separated from his friend. The big guard showed up. With a quizzical

look and I thought proper respect for a state game warden, he said he

was not certain, but thought our car was quite similar to one he had

seen parked in the poacher hideouts on other nights. He had not

bothered to write down the license number, but it seemed to ring a

bell. Lee was cool, as always, when under fire. He said it was his

friend’s car and he did get around, but he would be surprised if he was a poacher. “Do you suppose he loaned his car?”, was Lee’s response.

I felt like I had been stopped at the border with a full load of

contraband liquor in the back of my convertible, and with a beautiful

wife and two loving kids expecting me to bring home the bacon. The

guard bowed out, allowing that he could be mistaken. We did not push

for an apology. It did not take Lee long to find his bootlegger buddy

and report the situation to him. We gave dispatch a higher priority than

dignity as we got underway. What had appeared to be a fly fisher’s

dream turned into a near disaster. It was a long, quiet return to Wausau. The lump disappeared from my throat, but the sensation lingered on.

THE CHASE


Lee and I took off one afternoon in his Ford. We picked up a tall,

thin, non-descript, chain-smoking man. We were introduced and Lee

said he went with him on some official work. From their conversations,

I sensed this man, who was probably fifteen or twenty years older than

Lee, had great respect for the warden. It also was apparent that they

had been on many “manhunts” and that this “deputy” had contacts

and was an informer.


We drove about two hours into the Tomahawk Lake Country.

After a leisurely supper we headed into the back country on side

roads. It seemed to me this stranger wanted to talk, but Lee was

guarded. Lee never really filled me in on the mission or the man. He

did say we were out to catch some poachers who were shining deer.

Deer have no fear of an auto, so it is illegal to hunt from one. They feed in open areas along roads, especially at night, to avoid hunters.

After dark their eyes reflect light so they are easy to kill when a spot

light is shining on them. We drove to a long straight abandoned railroad grade that had been used to haul virgin pine logs. The area was brushy and open. We turned around and back tracked a couple of hundred feet on the side road that led to the railroad grade. There was some thoughtful discussion as to where the poachers would enter and

leave the scene. The deputy seemed to have some input on this. They

dropped a dark old blanket over the front of our car to eliminate

reflections from the chrome. I had a lump in my throat. This was the

real thing. There was even some mention of gun play, but not from

Lee. I saw no firearms. As usual, Lee was as calm as a canoeist in the

middle of steady water. After dark, we walked quietly to the railroad

grade. A car was shining a spotlight into the brush along the right of

way. In low voices, the sleuths discussed an arrest strategy. They saw

only two choices; either drive up the grade without lights and catch

them with illegal equipment, or sit in our car listening for a shot and

hope they would leave by our egress. We would apprehend them with

venison and gear as they approached our car.


We returned to our car and listened in vain for shots. Finally, the

car left the grade and crawled toward us with lights off. It was a tense

moment! It passed within a few feet of us. There were three men in it.

One was smoking. Their faces were visible. I asked why they didn’t

just arrest them. Lee said he would have a stronger case if he caught

them with meat, and they would be back. Patient, smart Lee was “giving them more rope.” He had set a record for convictions.


It was another long, late ride to Wausau. I had mixed feelings of

disappointment and frustration at the difficulty of crime busting, and

some satisfaction in knowing we had been out serving our state, and

the Lord and Right was on our side. I don’t believe this would play with

Lee. I slept well in the back seat.

HOME AGAIN


Bea and Lee drove me back to Cable. They had been generous

and kind to me. I do not remember the baby fussing. Bea seemed so

devoted to my hero, and we ate to his tastes, which suited me. It did

not seem right for me to upset Mom by telling her about Lee’s

girlfriend, so I kept that and a few other matters to myself. There was

still plenty to report. Besides, I think Lyman and Red liked it when I

shared the big stuff with them. Remember, they were shaving

occasionally by now!

HIGH SCHOOL YEARS


I now look back at high school with some regret. Much of our

work was textbook recitation and quite dull, but I did have a couple of

English teachers who tried to get me involved in Silas Marner, Tale of

Two Cities and other required classics. This was all they could do. I

bluffed my way through the classes. Years later, I cried as I read these

timeless masterpieces for the first time.


I do recall reading Washington Irving's descriptions of his

beloved Catskills and comparing them to our own Big Mountain. It,

too, changed with the hour, seasons and weather. It possessed

unrevealed mysteries and could strike fear in one when Thor hurled his hammer and rent the mountain sides and split the heavens with lightning. The varied autumn colors of deciduous trees were softened

by distance. The rich ermine mantle of winter snow created a scene

both serene and royal. The fresh greens of spring’s leafing trees renewed our thanks for winter’s passing and assured us that bountiful nature would again nourish us if we lived and labored by her laws.


We no longer needed to huddle around our heaters. The summer sun would soon be ours again and summer residents would return, creating jobs that would put dollars in empty pockets.


I never hit the books in high school. Mother would have been

happier with A’s. Sometimes an idea or concept broke through the print of a book or came from the lips of a teacher and grabbed my attention. New words appealed. These were like agate exposed by sea waves washing or a leaf bud or pupa cracking its skin and reaching for adulthood in one’s presence.


Time went fast and I found no reason for disliking school. There

was much to be done outside the classroom. I had played baseball with the town team the summer before entering high school. We had no varsity sports. During my sophomore year we got a baseball team going. The principal was our coach. He scheduled games with other

schools. He bought some bats and balls, and borrowed town team

catching equipment.


There were only about twenty boys in high school. Most of them

lived in the country and had after school chores to perform. We played

in our jeans. When we faced our first opponents in uniforms, many of

the boys were awed, like “the Red Coats are coming!” I had to tell our

team which side of home plate belonged to the visiting team. Most

schools were bigger than ours, but we won a few games. The principal

sought my advice at times. My teammates expected a lot of me. It

jolted morale if I struck out my first time up as lead off batter. I hurt

when I let the guys down. Even Lyman turned out and filled a spot in

our first year.


Marvin Hempleman, a freshman, was a fine hurler. His father,

Ebeneezer, pitched for the town team and was wise enough not to allow Mary to pitch twice weekly, so I had to pitch second games. It was hell! I never learned to throw a curve and never won a game. In my first loss I learned to pull my cap low to hide my tears. The umpire stood behind the pitching mound and tried to console me. I never learned to pitch, but could finally hold back the tears.


Soccer was our winter sport. Without coaching or supervision, on a rough, frozen, snow covered field we kicked a ball at noon and recess time in sub-zero weather. We never saw a rule book but had no trouble resolving differences. My class dominated soccer and baseball. In my junior year we gave the sophomores and freshman to the seniors as bait to keep them playing soccer against us. We usually won and the principal forced us to choose up sides which evened the contests. I remember no other poor sportsmanship.

A SPONSOR


Mr. Hill, an avid fly fisherman, retired to Cable from an elementary  school, principalship in Chicago. He loved our village and

the Namakagon River, The Hills, and bought the cottage next to us and hired me as chore boy.  He spent much time visiting with me. He was sort of my sponsor. The county speaking contest was held In our county seat, Washburn. He drove me there on a miserable March day. We returned in a dense fog after midnight. I lost the contest and should have. Mr. Hill became ill and lingered for several years before dying. I did his chores, had long visits with him and watched him decline. I will always have guilt feelings about the energy this frail man expended driving me to the speaking contest.

FRIENDSHIP WITH EARL


Earl Bracken, our principal, was a local boy who earned a degree in Biology at the University of Chicago, loved our outdoors and came home as high school principal and teacher during my freshman and sophomore years. We hit it off outside the classroom and ice fished together. Earl was with me when I caught a seventeen pound Northern Pike. It was my biggest ever fresh water fish.

CABLE DIVIDED


Earl stirred up and divided our town when he recommended that

the young lady teacher shape up or not be rehired. Rumor had it that

she was weekending with a local youth at the Eagles Nest, which sold

illegal liquor and rented out log cabins. The youth’s mother moved in

to protect her son’s rights and honor, as did Earl’s mom. It became a

battle between dowagers, both in the “flush class.”


It got nasty and the parents of our high school students were

divided. A strike was called by the moms and most of the students

went out. Only seven of us showed up for classes. I would guess some kids saw it as a day off, others were needed to help with “useful’ things, such as wood cutting. Some parents thought the principal had no right to dictate weekend behavior of a teacher.


H. M. Fisk took the position that he sent his kids to school to be

educated and adults should settle the issue. Years later, Mom told us

she won a tough one about that time when he wanted to pull us out of

school before we graduated to help him “get rich” by working full time

in his sawmill.


The teacher left, so Earl won a pyrrhic victory. School went on.

Flushes flushed, but scars remained without campaign ribbons. Earl

obviously made a decision to leave his home town and the woods and

waters he loved. My sophomore year and his last, we spent many

hours after school, kicking and passing a football in friendly competition. He would take off his suit coat and we would go at it for

an hour or so. We were evenly matched. He had been hammered by

the strike and the activity could have been therapeutic for him.

PLAYING BALL WITH MOM


Mom put a high priority on dry wood, filled water buckets, and

empty slop pail and ash pan. With supper coming on, she expected

the schedule to be in order and watched the clock when I was due

from school. She could raise the roof if the chore boy was derelict. I

had to keep her relaxed and unknowing while I exercised and socialized with Earl after school. It was a simple matter. At noon, I would put my work clothes on a chair next to our south bedroom window. It was a short run across the field to our place after my workout with Earl. I would raise the window, peel off my school clothes, and slip into the work outfit. It could be chilly in my underwear during the change. I would then enter the kitchen with an arm full of wood. “Why, Bobby, I didn’t know you were home.” “Oh yes, been splitting wood,” was my casual reply. I then got the “You’re a good boy” smile!


Tranquility reigned. I could sit down to a tasty supper around a

relaxed table. There might be a few laughs topped off with a specially

opened jar of her home canned pears or peaches and a stack of

homemade cookies. I did not reflect much on the subterfuge or deceit.

It kept the lid on and things going my way.

EARL BRACKEN FAMILY KEEPS IN TOUCH WITH ME


Earl left for a Biology teaching job in a huge Cicero, Illinois high

school and finished his career there. He and his family were generous with me. His sister, Charlotte, was married to Osborne Attoe, who was principal of the high school in Washburn, our County Seat. They took me to Osborne’s parents’ home near Wild Rose, Wisconsin, for a Thanksgiving weekend. It was near the Frost Farm where I had fished with Lee Perry.


Attoe’s folks lived on a viable farm. It was a new experience for

me. A large extended family of devout Methodists sat down to a hearty

country dinner that began with a rousing hymn of thanks. The old farm house shook. Osborne and I worked Friday and Saturday with his dad and a couple of overalled neighbors. We fed heavy oak logs and stumps into a buzz saw, building up the next winter’s wood supply.


Amazingly, I never heard a word of profanity during those two

long days. My Dad and Grandpa did not swear, but the Cable men seemed to set each other off when they got together. Lyman and I copied this pattern and could turn the air blue with profanity. When the Wild Rose men stopped their tractor to file the saw, gas up, or tighten the belt, they talked in low voices of the Biblical signs of the times which bode no good for mankind. The depression was only a small part of the price we were going to pay for our iniquities. This was quite a contrast with my Wild Rose venture two years earlier with Lee Perry and his bootlegger friend when we were prepared to poach on Miss Frost’s trout pond. I breathed easier on this trip to the Attoe Farm.


Earl’s younger brother Carl taught country school and played

baseball with the town team. He drove a talk-of-the-town yellow Chevy

convertible. I got to ride to the ballgames in this fancy wagon with some college types. The section hands and other manual laborers rode in a truck or second hand cars. I never sensed a schism and we played as a team, and a good one.

OFF TO THE WINDY CITY


In my senior year, Carl and his Dad drove the Chevy to Berwyn,

Illinois, a Chicago suburb, to visit Earl over Christmas vacation. It was

a five hundred mile one long day drive each way, a cold, snow covered trip with little traffic. I was a guest in Chicago, my first metropolis. When we rode the elevated to the Loop for the first time, I was confused. Pigeons, a wild bird, were on the sidewalks everywhere. When I stopped to stare at them or gawk up to the dizzying tops of skyscrapers with newspapers kiting around their summits, a hurrying mob bumped me from the rear or kicked my Achilles tendons. When I begged their pardons, they wrapped their coats more tightly around their bodies and looked put upon. I was uncomfortable and have been since, in cities. Trees and wild life never treated me this way. What was the rush? Where were they going? I knew there was a depression on and many Chicago residents were unemployed.


Bud Williams, a Cable summer resident who played baseball

with us, met Carl and me in downtown Chicago for a Saturday night on

the town. They seemed indecisive about what to do. I thought the “Al

Capone runs this town” syndrome might be bugging them. After a long

pause on the street in front of a sign that read “State Dancing” and

much geehawing discussion about whether it was ok, I suggested it

must be because it was a State dance. The “in” gents laughed and

pointed out that we were on State Street. Finally, we followed the

music up the stairs to a dark, warm, smoke-filled dance floor that

smelled unventilated. A clutch of scantily dressed women surrounded

us with feigned enthusiasm and asked, “Do you want to dance, boys?” It was a taxi dance, and one bought tickets and exchanged them for

dances. The “girls” seemed quite grown up and needed to get out in

the winter wind more. They lacked the color that Cable women took on

from frigid winter blasts.


Carl and Bud bought no tickets. We parted on State Street and

Carl and I took the elevated train back to Berwyn. My Saturday night

on the city was a dull one. Much better to make a pan of fudge, play a

game of hearts, listen in on Dad’s Chicago Barn Dance coming by

radio from Chicago, five hundred miles south, turn in and go ice fishing by daylight on Sunday morning. Maybe my tastes had not matured enough for urban night life. I enjoyed the artificial light display viewed from the L on the return to Berwyn, but Northern lights in Cable were more spectacular and seemed closer to Heaven.


Earl took us to a down town theater to see and hear Al Jolson in

person. When Jolson returned to the stage for his second bow, he informed us that an enormous crowd was waiting in line outside to see

him and we should get the hell out of the theater. I looked for this line

as we departed, but it was not visible.


Earl also took us through Swift’s Packing Plant. I can still see,

hear and smell the “disassembly” lines. A man attached a short chain

to a pig’s rear leg and placed the ring at the other end on a hook

attached to a heavy revolving wheel. Upside down the pigs went,

squealing to the cable. A “sticker” gently touched a front hoof and

swung the inert pig’s throat in front of him. A short thrust and twist of

his knife and the pig’s lifeblood gushed from him. Slaughter house is a

harsh term, so we now say packing plant.

 
We stood on a walkway above a burly man with a heavy maul.

He wore a wide belt with “gems” on it. The belt was snugged down

under a belly swollen with beer and Iowa corn fed pork and beef. The

killer swung his maul with the grace of a clean up batter down on the

head of the victim, who stood inert in a narrow chute below him. He

glanced up at his audience between swings. We were with him, but

paler.


What a contrast with the large immaculate glassed room we

looked down into. About one hundred women in white gowns were

seated at computer like stations, packaging Swift’s Premium Bacon. I

got the message. It was an aseptic show and the product was handled

as cleanly and gently as babes in a maternity ward. Small wonder that

we ate a grosser bacon. Only “flushers” and summer residents bought

this pampered product at Tom’s Store, and it was worth the price.


The Arts and architecture, and reverence for its children and

trees is what distinguishes a city. I did not see this in Chicago. It takes

some knowing and looking to find it.


Earl kept the best of Cable. He became a sought-after guide and

was given a free summer cottage and boat at Lakewood Resort and

was paid and tipped well. It was an ideal summer for him and his

family. I looked forward to being invited along when he and Godfrey

Ruf took their first exploratory run on Namakagon Lake in June. They

hit all of the productive weed beds, testing them for Walleyed Pike.

Godfrey, an older man and early settler, regaled us with stories. When

they cut the motor over a weed bed, he insisted on doing the rowing

and did so with a long cane pole locked in place by his leg and the seat. Earl and I were free to cast choice shiners, compliments of the

Resort, and spoons with level winding reels. Earl always carried an

extra and I got to use it. Imagine coming home to the biggest fish eater

I ever knew with a gunny sack half full of Walleyes, after a long day

with the two best guides in our country. People actually met us at the

pier with high expectations. Godfrey, pipe in mouth, and Earl were

taciturn, like hardened heroes. They let their catch do their talking. I

was pledged to secrecy about where they caught them. It was good

news for everyone! It looked like another prosperous summer on the

lake, and I felt like a member of a successful returning war party.

LYMAN LEAVES THE NEST


My big brother left home when he finished high school in June 1932. Our bedroom seemed empty without him. We had always talked over personal matters at bedtime. He was usually out to a dance on Saturday night. I never objected to being awakened after midnight for a report which varied from amorous through humorous subjects and into fighting. Some recountings were slanted to entertain me, others exceeded the limits of my idea of propriety. He was not restricted by church teachings or Mother’s limits. I was, and he enjoyed my moralisms and baited me to elicit them. When Lyman left home in 1932, Dad converted me from boy to adult or as near as I ever got to it, with a soft spoken admonition, “Lyman is leaving. You’ll have to look after your mother and the kids and do the chores and milk the cow and look after her, too.” I not only lost my big brother, but became big brother overnight. Home chores I could manage. Wood could be a problem. It might be wet, green or in short supply if Dad “didn’t get around to it.” He was in the process of phasing out of electrical, telephone and plumbing work. They distracted from his dream of making it in timber. That was where the big money was.

Caring for our chickens  was routine for me, but I could barely

milk a cow. Dad had bought a replacement for our Guernsey under pressure from mom.  Lyman remained a few days after the change of command and he coached me on cow tending and milking. I had never finished the job of milking and stripping a cow and had heard scary reports on what happens if stripping is neglected. There was also a mythology about easy and hard milkers and cows that held back their milk, and kickers and tail switchers. This made the job seem formidable. It is easy to imagine the worst.


By the end of the summer my routine was established and I liked my responsibilities. I was working at Tom’s Store, playing baseball on Sundays, and teaching Sunday School and ushering at church. At times, I thought of becoming a preacher, not a minister.

MAN OF THE HOUSE


When my senior year began that fall, I was locked into chores

and cow tending. The idea of being big brother had cut back my

search for the amusing side of living. My last school year was not of

great consequence to me, but being the man in Mom’s house was all

important. I was concerned about her peace of mind and the link

between hers and mine had been forged and tempered with her tears.


I have no recollection of being burdened with my role as big

brother to three sisters. I must have carried it lightly. The role that Dad

gave me when Lyman left enhanced my sense of importance, but

there was no strife or load on my shoulders. Frankly, the responsibility for the family cow made it one of the best years in my life. The

relationship we developed is what did it. She was a young black and

white Holstein, carrying her second calf. She grazed in McDonald’s

pasture until late fall. I had learned from Grandpa and Lyman that

being kind to horses and cows was rewarding. Peelings and other

table scraps, along with a little grain at milking time, brought her up

the lane to the gate and I did not need to search for her.


Milking was a pleasure. She seemed relaxed and enjoyed her

food. Even when summer’s flies were about, I thought she tried to

inhibit tail switching until milking was finished. I enjoyed cleaning her

stall and spreading straw for her to bed down on. I wanted her to be

comfortable.


Mother was so grateful for the evening and morning bucket of

milk. She rewarded us with all the cool milk we wanted to drink,

whipped cream, cottage cheese, butter, buttermilk, custard pies and

puddings. It was not easy for me to switch to the scorched flavor of

pasteurized milk.


When our semi-Arctic winter closed in, I banked the cow’s small

barn with snow almost to the eaves. It was a lean-to, attached to the

old barn which Dad had converted into an unused truck garage. On a

cold morning of minus twenty to forty degrees, when I finished starting

the fires, I would head for the barn. The cow would always greet me

with a low “moo”. We had a visit while I added a few goodies to her

feed box, and then dropped onto my three legged milking stool. I was

shivering and would snuggle up to her big belly, wrap my fingers

around her warm teats and push my hands up against her warm soft udder. By the time I headed for the house with the milk, I had stopped

shivering.


I then refueled the heaters and cook stove and checked the tea

kettle. Hot water was a high priority item. Sometimes when I headed

for McDonald’s pump with our water buckets, I had to break an inch or

more of ice that had formed in them overnight in the cold kitchen. The

reservoir on the old cook stove always had room for the water and ice

remaining in the buckets.


It was a cold walk, about eight hundred feet across McDonald’s

field to their well. One bitter morning I decided not to put my filled

buckets down for a rest and take time out to warm my nose. The snow

always melted around the buckets and clung to them adding weight and a mess to clean up when I reached the kitchen. The price for not stopping was a frozen nose tip. I could feel it freezing, gentle pinpricks, and checked it in the mirror. Sure enough, it was the tell tale ashen white. A hand cupped over it set the blood in motion and returned the color.


Leading the cow to McDonald’s pump for her morning and

afternoon drink was my favorite activity. We kept a tub beside the

pump and she would inhale great swallows of ice cold water. She was

named Nellie by Lyman, in honor of Nellie Frels, without doubt the

choice for queen among high school males. Nellie the cow wore a

halter and Dad had suggested that I always attach a rope to it when

leading her to water. It was always slack. She never needed leading,

and we did learn to play a little tag game on the walk to and from the

barn. On the return to the barn with her bellyful of water, I would wrap the short rope loosely around Nellie’s neck. This was the signal. She would take off with me after her. She would stop and face me, trying to romp like a dog. We actually chased each other. I would finally take the rope, and this was the signal that recess was over and she was to return to the barn and her milk producing job. She never objected. I credited this outing to our rapport, her youth, the winter confinement to the barn, and as we smugly say, her intuitive awareness of the value of prenatal exercise for her unborn calf.


In the afternoon, we usually had a more extended romp and tag

game, when I had finished school and had time and cobwebs that

needed cleaning. I looked forward to the exercise and camaraderie.

For the first time, I felt a sense of responsibility for the welfare of my family and realized that I was able to make a difference in their lives. Above all else, it was caring for the family cow. I learned I could do it and she had her ways of repaying me.


One weekend before Dad returned to his camp he told me she

would be having her calf soon and I should put her in the garage the

night before so she would have more room. This frightened me and I

asked how I would know. He said, so matter-of-factly, “She’ll tell you.”

Sure enough, when I went to the barn one evening, her moo was even

softer and there was a sort of plaintiff pleading to it. She also seemed

on edge, or nervous, just not herself.

That night I put her in the old barn now a  sand floored garage with some hay and a tub of water. The next morning I headed for the door, filled with excitement. Nellie mooed me in warmly. There she stood, relaxed and seeming happy to have it over with. The calf was upright on wobbly legs beside her, dry with a lovely soft black and white coat. He eyed me, but was obviously oriented toward his Mom. I could tell she wanted me to share her newborn. I did, and left her with fresh water and food.


Small wonder that school could not compete for my time and

interest with this curriculum right in our back yard. I looked in on her

when I hurried home for lunch. She mooed me in for a look at her

babe. He seemed to have established a better footing on terra firma.

Nellie got most of my attention. I was glad she waited until late March,

after the cold had abated, to separate her calf from his cozy nest in

her warm body. I was proud to share our newcomer with Mom and my

sisters, but kept my love for our family cow to myself. It hurt when Dad

sold the calf. Home-butchered veal was popular then. The family cow

returned to her romps with me and when the grass inevitably greened,

she returned to McDonald’s pasture and the lovely spring water where

I had learned to sneak up on feeding brook trout.


In a casual way, Dad alerted me that our cow would be coming

into heat and told me to let him know and he would arrange to take

her to Walker’s bull. It was about the time I was receiving my diploma,

certifying that I had met the requirements for high school graduation.

In spite of my learnedness, I asked Dad with trepidation, “How will I

know?” Again, the simple answer, “She’ll tell you.” It did not set me at

ease, but I had to carry on as big brother. Sure enough, her behavior

changed. She acted nervous and preoccupied. She hunched and her

tail raised when I entered the barn. I reported to Dad and he made an early date with Walker’s bull.


I walked her east across the fields to Walkers. Enroute, she

jumped me from behind. I was startled when her front legs slid down

my hips to the ground. It put me on alert. A new symptom of “heat”

had surfaced. Dad had been a Master Teacher.


The summer of 1933 was my last at home as resident big

brother. I was busy and felt needed.

PLANS FOR COLLEGE


I gave little thought or planning to college. The biggest obstacle

fell by default. Dad wanted to use Lyman’s talents for his logging

operation. He concluded early that I had none and laid no claim to my

services. His candle did glow with hope momentarily during my middle

teens, when in our small town rumors began to circulate that I had

major league potential. Dad never attended games and knew nothing

about the sport. Summer Sundays were for trout fishing. He had tried

to thwart my innate love for the game. Mother intervened to help me

circumvent the barriers he threw up. He began to show up at the

games and give me advice he garnered from listening in on fan talk. It

was well known that Babe Ruth was bringing down $80,000 yearly. A

piece of that kind of change fit nicely into Dad’s plans.


We were having a losing summer and I did not play to lose. After

a Sunday disaster, I made for the back yard shed and sat in my

uniform, trying to unwind and find the strength to face the disappointed

fans on Monday and just keep breathing. Dad stuck his face in the

door. Mother may have alerted him. She knew the score and

understood me. He said, “Don’t take it so bad, Bob. You know what the doctor says when you’re low with pneumonia?  The crisis has been

reached. You can’t get worse. You’re bound to improve.” It was no

solace. Besides, Mom and Lyman had already alerted me that his

newfound interest in me was motivated by his hope that an oil well

might start gushing, and right at our local ball diamond.


Dr. Andrew Harmon became our pastor. He had summered on

Cable Lake for many years and had stepped down to our local church

and semi-retirement from the largest Protestant church in the Twin

Cities. He had been a Chautauqua Lecturer and had a way with

words. I came under his spell and carried a pencil and envelope to

church and stole words from his vocabulary to look up in the dictionary later on.



Henry Harmon, Ph. D. was the son of Reverend Harmon. He

summered with his wife and young daughters at the Harmon cottage

on Cable Lake. They patronized Tom’s store. I suspect the Reverend

told his son my family was of limited means and I was a promising

college student, an overstatement. He could get a contrary opinion at

the local high school. Andrew told me there was a private boys’ college, Westminster, in the same Missouri town where he was president of a girls’ college. He was a friend of the president and would be glad to recommend me for a scholarship if I was interested., I thanked him but said no more. Frankly, the term private repulsed as well as beckoned me. I was afraid of snobbery. It has taken a long time for me to learn that snobs grow everywhere, not just in the private domain.  My confusion helped me shake off this stereotype.  Henry later became President of Drake University and died there early with a heart attack. He wore old sneakers and no socks when he came to town. I always liked this common touch. Perhaps it was snobbish, but I did not care.

ON WITH COLLEGE PLANS


Dr. Harmon had a daughter and son-in-law, the Dexters, who

taught at Northland College, a private institution in Ashland, affiliated

with the Congregational Church. He told me he could get me in there

with a part time job and scholarship. It had no appeal for me.


During my senior year, I had several long, serious visits with

Bernard Lindloff. He was teaching in a country school and had

attended Superior Teachers College. That made sense to me, and I

applied for admission.



Mom and Dad lived in Superior and Dad had worked as an apprentice for the Carlson Brothers Plumbing firm.   Frank Carlson was fiddler in a well known square dance band. He had no trouble getting the votes and was elected sheriff of Douglas County for many years. Superior, a port city, was county seat, and the jail was adjacent to the courthouse, a short walk from the college. With a push from Mom, Dad got in touch with the Carlsons. They agreed to take me into the sheriffs quarters which was attached to the county jail. I would work for my room and board. I was accepted at the college.

WINDING DOWN MY CABLE ROUTINE


The summer was busy but satisfying for me. I had my last fling

with the family cow. After the morning milking she was turned out in McDonald’s Lane with a pat from me. At the end of her pleasant day of

pasturing we greeted each other and she attended the specials in her

feed box while I filled a bucket with her milk. She gave much and got

little in summer, since there was little feeding and cleaning.


Mother was busy with her last child, Chuck, who was born in

April. She found time to serve good meals and I pumped and carried

kitchen and wash water. She missed Grandpa’s gardens.


Tom had built up a fine trade in his store. Locals came from

town and country, they liked and trusted him. So did I. It was good to

greet the summer residents again. Some asked about my plans. Tom,

Al and I had become a productive team. I even found a little time for

fishing. Mom always appreciated the catch.


Near the end of summer, Tom sat at his desk and wrote a single

check as I had requested. He had agreed to pay me $8 for a six day

week, and added a bonus of $2 weekly for a total of $95. With this

bonanza, I ordered a $5 suitcase and dropped into the hotel to sit in

my first dental chair. A Washburn dentist was setting up his portable

chair, one half day weekly, to augment his depression income. He also

made stops in other towns. He found a badly decayed tooth and

recommended extraction. I objected and he told me that root canals

were passé, but he agreed to perform one, explaining why I must see

a dentist in Superior as soon as possible. His fee was $15, so I had

$75 left for my college year. This seemed adequate, along with my

graduation suit and shoes and a board and room job.

JOINING THE CARLSON FAMILY


In early September, Dad drove me to the county jail in Superior. He had a meal and visit with the Carlsons, then left me. I was never

lonesome. Sheriff Carlson was a big, handsome, overweight blond.

His wife, Pearl, was a handsome, graying, dark French woman. They

were a devoted couple, about fifty-five years old. She worried about

his health. He was dedicated to his job and close-mouthed.


After he walked across the driveway to his office, Mrs. Carlson

showed me my bedroom, a large, light, corner room. Their bedroom

and a big bath completed the upstairs. The bathroom would be the

first in my residence. She instructed me on using it and where to put

my dirty clothes. It was soon obvious that I would be working for her.


Then came the downstairs checkout. Steps led up to a large

outside living room door. It was securely locked and never to be

opened. Family and visitors entered the sheriffs quarters through the

jail. Sheriffs make enemies so this was a safety rule. I got it.


The kitchen had a huge gas stove. Mrs. Hackler cooked for us

and the prisoners. She was a dear, motherly person. Depending on

the menu, we ate the same food as the prisoners, or a family choice.

Rich desserts were commonplace and I had access to unpasteurized

Guernsey milk and home made cookies.


Mrs. Carlson explained my duties. I was to peel carrots and

potatoes and other chores that Mrs. Hackler would lay out for me the

night before, to help her prepare the prisoners’ food. They did no work.

I learned that a chronic rip off in jails was to short change the prisoners on the stipend or per diem allocated to feed them. There was nothing dishonest about Sheriff Carlson’s operation. The place was clean and warm, and food was clean, tasty, balanced and adequate.


Andy, the night jailer, and I became friends. He was a kind man

and loyal to the Sheriff. Andy informed me about new prisoners. All of

them had a physical, shower and clean clothing when they were

admitted, along with fresh bedding.


It was a rare night when I did not visit with Andy. The Sheriff

played solitaire and chewed tobacco in a small jail office almost

nightly. He was taciturn. I learned to watch his game and wait for

openings to visit. The jail became my laboratory.


Mrs. Carlson showed me how to clean her two canary cages and

vacuum the sheriffs quarters. I was to do this on a schedule. It created

an internal crisis for me. This was woman’s work, but I wanted that

rural teaching diploma so I knuckled under and never got a complaint

from Mrs. Hackler or Pearl.


It was a great living situation. I never heard a voice raised all

year in my new home. The cook, jailer, and the Carlsons treated me

as an adult. I was not pampered, but felt at home. Mrs. Carlson was

interested in my college program and she was supportive.


On my first Sunday in town, I got together with a high school

classmate, Ferdinand Ludzack. We both wanted to see Third Street. From early childhood we had heard men refer to it as a regionally famous red light district, so early on our first Sabbath in town, two future graduates of Superior Teachers College were walking its rundown street. Not a creature was stirring. A shade went up and “Come on in, boys” broke the silence. We did not break pace, snickered and I felt mature and virile. I did not see fit to report this to the Carlsons.


A picture of the Carlsons began to emerge. Private, laid back

people who had led active lives and knew many people. He had become a full time dedicated sheriff with no more deer hunting or Saturday night fiddling. They lived quiet, busy lives. She was dedicated to him and he to his elected position.


It was a short walk to the college and I attended regularly. I

thought the campus was beautiful, with a gymnasium, laboratory

school and a large building housing labs, classrooms, library and

offices. The red brick buildings were surrounded by mature deciduous

trees. About 800 students walked its meandering cement connections

and so many of them were pretty girls.


The first morning, I met Miss Bertha Carnes, Director of the

Rural Department, and Miss Cicelia Carsley. They were the faculty. I

felt well received by them and my new classmates, who in general

came from farms and small towns. I soon learned we were regarded

as ‘hicks’ and were somewhat isolated from main stream campus life.

It was of no consequence to me.


Early on, the student body was welcomed by President Jim Dan

Hill. All I remember is his admonishment not to scatter debris on the

campus. I had never heard that foreign word, debris, spoken before,

and I learned what a man of letters was and what a college president

did. I was impressed.


Miss Carnes was grandmotherly with us, but there was an

urgency about Miss Carsley. We had just one year to prepare and be

ready to face our students. There was never any debate about what to teach or why. We were each handed a paperback, State Course of

Study, and told it was our Bible and we were to follow it to the letter. It

was all there, outlined by grade and subject. When the supervisor

from the office of the county superintendent of schools entered our

school, she would check for three items, all to be clearly visible: the

Course of Study, the Lesson Plan on top of my desk, and The Daily

Schedule printed on tag board and conspicuously posted, showing

what was scheduled each minute of the day. I was alerted but cannot

say I was running scared.


Our mentors, Carnes and Carsley, walked us through the basic

subjects we would teach and the text books, all state adopted. They

covered content and methods. I remember faltering on 6 x zero,

saying it equaled 6. I was challenged to prove it. We were grade-schoolers and they were teachers in one room rural schools. It seemed functional and there were no problems, challenges or

alternatives discussed.


We had some courses outside the Rural Department. I

remember a General Science course where air pressure was explained and demonstrated. Pearl asked about my courses and teachers. She knew about many of them and was interested. She said the science teacher went to their church.


I enjoyed making an end table with a V for books under it while

in the woodshop course. We had no shops in our high school and I had never gone beyond hammer and saw in tool wielding. Here, I got to cut out plywood on a jigsaw. I butchered the plywood. The instructor was so patient and he helped me cover up my errors. We used a mixture of sawdust and glue. Most of my subsequent errors were more difficult to hide. Pearl seemed impressed and I was so proud to present it to Mother. There were no shops in my future rural schools. I paid a dollar or so for the plywood.


We got a geography course and one in health from Dr.

Rollofson, whose folks came to North Dakota from Norway. He

intrigued me. He was college and sports doctor. He showed us the

colorblind test and explained the first aid kit that was mandated for

each school. We noted contents and applications of tooth ache medicine, iodine, cotton, bandages, adhesive tape, and others. We were alerted to watch for scabies, pinkeye, lice and other contagious afflictions.


Two courses gave me trouble. Music was taught by Miss Mary

Curtis, who published the book of songs, Music for Youth, which we

used. It was the State-adopted textbook. Pearl told me she had

miraculously recovered from an auto accident. She hobbled with a

cane, and taught a functional course for teachers.


We got the mechanics of notes, clefs, and where to start and

end a song on the scale. She used the piano as we sang through her book. My diminishing funds were tapped for a pitch pipe. She advised this because pianos would be in short supply in our schools. She sang a lot of loo-loo-loos, and we were supposed to repeat them as do, re, mi’s. I could handle the visual mechanics, but fell off on the auditory vocal responses.


She learned our names and “Mr. Fisked” me often. I knew that

she sensed my musical deficiency early and did not call on me much after that, but I could quickly decipher what note a song commenced

on and sound it on my pitchpipe. When we sang on through, she would sound her pipe indicating where we ended and ask, “What’s wrong with that?” The answer was always “Flat”, to which she always replied, “That’s correct. You were here and you should have been here” as she sounded the lower and higher notes on her pitchpipe.


I caught on fast and would stop singing a little early and explode

with “We were a little flat, Miss Curtis.’ She quickly reinforced my

finding with “Very good, Mr. Fisk. We were here and we should have

ended here,” as she tooted twice on her pitchpipe. I thought she exchanged a fellow musician look with me at this point, and I tried to

carry on the sham. Some of my classmates had good backgrounds in

music. She asked each of us early on about our musical history. Mine,

of course, was modest and brief. One man in his late twenties played

piano in a dance orchestra to support his wife and three children. It was a marginal existence in the heart of the Great Depression, and he entered the program to raise their living standard. He succeeded by landing a job in a rural section of North Dakota at $55 per month. The fringe benefit was what appealed, a red brick teacherage, with utilities thrown in, all free.


We one room ruralies were a small group, had our classes

together, and developed affection for each other. I got a B in Miss Curtis’s class and always suspected Miss Carnes had told her I was a

promising teacher and Miss Curtis must have averaged an A for

attitude and C- for performance and came out with a B.


Miss Rhenstrand taught our art course. she was a handsome, dedicated woman like Miss Curtis. She tried to give us the

fundamentals of art, along with their application to the realities of

teaching all grades in a one room rural school. We did school kid art

for all the holidays, including Christmas, Valentine’s and Mother’s day.

We used media including clay, watercolors and paste. We got some

background and principles of art such as proportion and color relationships. The course of study mandated that a specified masterpiece be presented each month, and we covered them with a fine teacher. I never figured out why the Flemish Master’s Avenue of Trees was listed for the dead of winter, unless it was to buoy up the youngsters’ faith to hang in there and we would have another summer. We kept a scrap book for future reference and accumulated cardboard boxes full of our productions, samples, and models of the possible. I never experienced pride in my work. Some classmates’ work was shown and discussed, so I had a notion about good art. Miss Rhenstrand was a kind person, revered art and knew what we were doing. She never found anything good to say about my efforts, but the Rorschach water color smudge and smear I turned out was not held up for ridicule, either. She always called me Mr. Fisk. Some of my classmates starred in art and needed to. I comprehended and enjoyed the verbal component, but was humbled by the hands on stuff, and my ears turned red when we showed our work to classmates and discussed it. This was called “sharing.”


There were advantages and disadvantages to coming home

through jail doors. Pearl and Mrs. Hackler greeted me and were

always interested in how things had gone. They wanted to see the fruits of my art class. I had to tell them how frustrating it was. I had

learned how to use humor as a cover up for poor performances, but

many times it hurt inside. Striking out at baseball pained, and it still

does to blow one at a bridge game. It is buried inside. These fine

women had experienced enough adversity to know when one was

hurting and balm should be applied.


Miss Carnes mentioned she had heard I was no budding artist. It

was said in a light, supportive way. The grapevine was working. I got a

C in art, as in Complimentary.


We had no electives. The mission was clear: our program was

designed to prepare us in one year to stand alone in front of the

youngsters in a one room school and carry them through the State

course of study for their grade level. While one worked with the first

graders on beginning reading, one had to see that fifth graders were

studying fractions and eighth graders at their seats were computing

the circumference of a circle. It was going to be a challenge for this

eighteen year old.

SOCIALIZING


The Rural Department had a social club. I believe we were the

Sigma Rhos. I was elected president. Our advisor, Bertha Carnes,

gave it continuity and I presided. The big event was an evening as

guests of the Duluth, Minnesota Teachers College Rural Department.

We were all dressed in our Sunday outfits and Bertha and Cecilia

seemed proud. After dinner, we socialized, looking down on the city

and harbor. Despite what Sinclaire Lewis said about Duluth, we

thought it beautiful.

MAN’S BEST FRIEND


The sheriff was a dog lover. His favorite was Nails, a huge, old,

overweight Shepherd. He and Rags, with curly hair that covered his

eyes, slept in the jail and spent time in the sheriffs quarters when he

was home. On Sunday mornings, Nails and Rags varied their routines.

Instead of returning to the jail entrance after their morning outing, they

clamored for admission at the sheriffs quarters forbidden front door.

The sheriff was seated by the door reading his Sunday paper. He

scrambled to the door and the dogs burst in on him. What an exchange of greetings! His face and voice reassured them and me that they were as special as grandchildren. He once told me that he had learned the hard way that befriended dogs could be trusted, but not humans. This good man was hurting. I learned that he actually listened to a dog and they could talk things over.


It was a rare Sunday that Frank and Pearl did not take off for

their Sunnyside Farm. I felt accepted into the family when I was invited

along. We traveled in a high, long, four-door Maxwell touring car. It

had leather seats, wide running boards with spare tires standing upright on each side, and huge headlights that could mesmerize one from the front in broad daylight.


Urban cares seemed to be washed away by the wind rushing

through the open Maxwell. Nails and Rags moved over so I could sit

with them in the back. We were not crowded. They made happy music

all the way to the farm. We traveled through rolling wooded land,

broken by modest farms. One sensed busy families, with little money,

living rich lives.

 What a reception the sheriff received when we reached the

farm! Twenty-six dogs of all sizes, colors, brands and conditions,

including one with three legs, outdid each other in trying to out-bark,

jump and dance. Their hero and benefactor was on board. Rags and

Nails joined the celebration. They were accepted, their urban and jail

records notwithstanding. The pecking order seemed established or

irrelevant.


Frank changed faces and Pearl always reflected his moods.

They seemed carefree and at home. The prison bars were left behind

in Superior. Frank reached out and talked individually to most of the

dog family as he walked around the little farm.


Pearl’s parents lived there and minded the dogs. They had a

productive family garden and orchard. Frank and Pearl had lived there

and looked forward to returning. Her folks were small people with

traces of French accents. He had a marked limp from a crooked hip.

They, too, showed enthusiasm for the city entourage and gave out reports on the dogs which indicated each one was perceived as unique. A few had problems that required special reports.


We were invited into the grandparent’s neat, modest home for a

quiet visit and home made refreshments. I did not sense that they were overburdened with their care taking functions. The Carlsons would not exploit them.


I had been received as family. Frank seemed relaxed and

renewed when we left for his jailhouse. It was a good day for Pearl.

She got to see her parents and be with her man at his best.


Pearl explained to me that the word was out in Superior that you could abandon your dog at the county jail and it would be cared for. The routine seemed to be to drop it off at the jail door at night. Rags and Nails would bark and eventually the dog would accept Andy’s invitation to enter. The sheriff would welcome it in the morning and have a brief visit. During the week they would become friends as they found much in common. Rags and Nails were helpful. On Sunday the new dog was ready for the farm trip and on the following Sunday, it got a little extra attention from the sheriff, who received a report from his in-laws on how the newcomer adjusted to his new home and family. In a real sense, the sheriff had freed the new dog from jail. It was his way of expressing his gratitude to “man’s best friend.”

NAILS: A SPECIAL DOG


Nails was a phenomenon. Like the sheriff, his weight had

increased with the years. In the evening, the sheriff would be reading

the evening paper, with Nails stretched out nearby. The sheriff would

remark, “Nails, I wish I had my slippers.’ It was repeated until Nails

had to acknowledge the request, which he did with much whining and

old age complaining. Finally, he lumbered upstairs and brought one

slipper to the top of the stairs. I watched him flip it downstairs and fetch the second one, complaining all the while. He would carry it to where the first one stopped, flip the first again, and carry the second one to the sheriff in triumph. Sometimes the sheriff had to remind him to finish his assignment.


The sheriff made much of shifting his tired feet to his slippers,

and Nails carried on a victory celebration. When the sheriff could be

heard, he reminded Nails to go to the kitchen for a cookie. That ended the festivities. The final goal was reached when Pearl or Mrs. Hackler

paused in their kitchen clean up and responded to Nails ardent request for a cookie. Nails and the sheriff had a weight problem stemming from the same source.

HOMER GETS ME A TEACHING JOB


We ruralies did not student teach at the campus lab school or in

city schools, but swarmed into a three teacher school outside the city. I

guess it better simulated a one room school. Our schedule was tight. We had a class at the college first thing in the morning, then hoofed it about a mile to catch a city bus that dropped us off at the city limits. Our school was about a one half mile walk beyond, so we got plenty of walking under pressure, coming and going to afternoon campus classes. My graduation shoes did not fit and I developed painful corns, but hid my inclination to limp. My funds ran out and Dad sent a $15 check that carried me through. I was relieved when it did not bounce. Shoe money would have to wait.


I had third grade arithmetic in Miss Moen’s primary room and a

Social Studies class under the teacher-principal who had the seventh

and eighth grades upstairs. They were both fine teachers and helped

me get started. Miss Moen asked me to give special attention to a nervous little fellow who was not doing well in arithmetic. We talked a

lot about him. She was insightful and it was good for me. Sometimes I

worked alone with him. We liked each other, enjoyed our time together, and I never pressured him. He tried too hard. She said I was helping him, and I liked that.


The climax came when Mrs. Lois Nemic, Bayfield County Superintendent of Schools and her assistant, Miss Zelda Johnson,

visited my third grade class. My coaches, Carnes, Carsley and Moen,

warned and primed me for this visit. Jobs were scarce. Nemic’s and

Johnson’s recommendations were all important. I had strong allies.

Mrs. Moen went over my plans the day before. We were working on

the times tables. I drew the banks of a brook on the floor and had some slippery rocks in the middle of the stream. On each rock, I wrote a demon, such as 7 x 8 and 9 x 7.


Superior had a rough winter and plenty of snow. Like me, these

kids knew what March thaws could do to a small stream. I got them to

describe a small creek when the runoff begins. They set a graphic stage. Then I sprung it on them. They had to get home for supper and the bridge was out. The only crossing was by leaping from rock to rock. The rocks were wet, icy and slippery. If they missed the answer, in they went. What would mom do if they came home wet? There were different responses.


Who will try it with all these obstacles? Several volunteers, no

wet feet. I watched tense Homer. I knew he wanted to try, but held back. I invited him and he accepted. I told them I had on boots and was going to offer my hand if he wanted it. His mouth showed tension, but he made it. The kids cheered; so did the adults. Miss Moen had whispered to our guests that Homer had trouble with arithmetic and the class and student teacher had been pulling for him and it helped. Homer’s face was aglow. What a time to end the class! My corns did not ache on the way back to the college.


During spring vacation we were farmed out to a real one room rural school near our homes. I was assigned to the Leonard School

where I started first grade in 1921. The teacher, Mrs. Louise Motyka

Barry, gave me a ride, as she lived in Cable, too. She was helpful and

we had a good week. She encouraged me to teach the youngsters a

new spring song. I did, from Miss Curtis’s Music for Youth.
In the springtime pussy willow

Woke from sleep one day.

Heard the gentle south winds ablowing,

Felt the branches sway.

She complimented me. Like Homer, I was elated. Never under-

estimate a music teacher with a pitchpipe!

TEACHER PLACEMENT SYSTEM


Miss Carnes told me Mrs. Nemic was recommending me to the

Hillsdale School Board in my home county and she would set up an

appointment with them if I was interested. I asked where the school

was and learned that Moquah was the post office address. She and

Miss Carsley were excited and told me to let them know the next day.


I talked it over with the Carlsons, who were pleased and

supportive. The sheriff knew where Moquah was, near Ashland, about

fifty miles north of my home. I flashed the green light to Miss Carnes

and she called Mrs. Nemic, who said the interviews would be set up

for a Sunday, as the board members were busy in their fields during

the week. There were no phones or electricity in Hillsdale School District. I never inquired about the logistics, but a date was set in early

May and I was to see them individually at their farms.

I reported to the Carlsons. Pearl obviously consulted with the sheriff and I was told the Maxwell would be mine for transportation. It was the best placement team that ever served me.


On the appointed day, I set out for Moquah. Frank had the tank filled, mapped the route for me, and gave me a cockpit checkout. Pearl provided a substantial lunch and wished me good luck.


Moquah had a post office, elementary and secondary schools,

Catholic Church and cemetery, general store and creamery.

Someone directed me to Steve Karoba’s farm about one and a half

miles down a narrow dirt road. All roads were narrow and dirt. I had

been prepared by Miss Carnes. The board had not rehired the woman

teacher because she had disciplinary problems. They had never had a

man teacher, but opted for one. We shook hands and talked briefly.

Steve had an accent. He asked no questions and directed me to the

home of his brother, Joe. There were two Karobas on the board. Steve

also told me the third member would not be available and that was no

problem. I found Joe, a younger and less voluble man. We had a look

at each other and little else. I lunched my way back to the county jail. I

felt let down. It was my first interview. I do not know what I expected,

just more.


The Carlsons got my report on the car’s performance, roads, country and the Karobas. I told them about the breathless view of Chequamegon Bay from a high hill. One looked east over our county seat, Washburn, to Ashland on the eastern shore. The Apostle Isles were to the north.


The next day, the Misses Cams and Carsley awaited a report. It

was pretty thin, but they seemed satisfied. I did not quite understand

the process, but it is now quite clear that the county superintendent brought prospective teachers and board members together for a perfunctory meeting. The board appreciated relief from the leg work.


The contract came to Miss Carnes. It was for $70 monthly and

gave the opening and closing dates of the school year. I signed it and

eventually received a copy signed by the board members. It seemed

very official. I was eighteen. My substitute parent’s seemed content. I

received a letter from Mrs. Nemic, complimenting me on my third grade student teaching performance and welcoming me into the teaching profession and offering help in finding housing.

SHAKING JIM DAN’S HAND


President Jim Dan Hill chaired the commencement exercises.

We ruralies marched behind the black robed Baccalaureate grads in

our blue robes, but we shook the president’s right hand, too. Pearl and

Mrs. Hackler came to the affair and I introduced them to Bertha and

Cecelia. A few goodbyes and I walked back to my jail house home.

SHEDDING A FEW TEARS


The Carlson’s flush and bath were gone, replaced by Mom’s

nemesis, the privy and spit bath. The family cow and garden were

gone. Mr. Drummond was gone. Dad no longer supplied power and

telephone service. His new dream of making a killing at logging was in

motion. Mr. Beach, Drummond’s estate attorney, turned valuable virgin hardwood and hemlock logging rights over to Dad. Lyman was back and trucking choice yellow birch and maple plywood logs into the Cable landing where they were loaded onto flat cars and shipped out to mills for processing into furniture. Lyman and I were back in our corner bedroom. Mom was preoccupied with her second family, but there was a place at her table and in her heart for me.

ON TO HILLSDALE SCHOOL


On the Friday before Labor Day weekend, I put my meager

wardrobe in my suitcase. The cardboard box filled with my art portfolio

would go along, as well. I said goodbye to the boys at the store. Mother

had my shirts washed and ironed and had packed a lunch for us. We

took off in Lyman’s second hand Plymouth sedan. It was raining and

we had a relaxing visit to Moquah, where we got directions to the

Drindack Farm. I had been told they rented to my predecessor. Their

son, an articulate young man finishing a PhD in geography at the University of Wisconsin, talked to me. His folks were moving and the

place would not be available for a room rental. He had heard the Karobas, Joe and Steve, both school board members, wanted the teacher. This was complicating. The Carnes and Carsley duo had admonished, “Never live with a school board member.” I had no choice. Would I offend one of the Karobas by renting from the other? I had no choice. Here I got confused again!


We took my old Maxwell trail and Steve Karoba’s came first.

Mrs. Karoba met me at the kitchen door. She was barefoot. It shocked

me even though the hard wood floors had been scrubbed white. She

went for the head man. Lyman sat in the car. They wanted me. She

showed me the room, small and off the kitchen. Yes, I could have a

small table. It was Willie’s, their twenty-one year old son’s. He would

move to the barn. My brain was racing. How would he feel about this

eviction. It would be $24 monthly for room, board and laundry. “Would

Willie mind?” “No, he was expecting it.” I should go to see Joe’s place, he was expecting me. His big brother, Steve, said, “We hope you’ll

stay with us.” We took off for Joe’s. He came from the barn in his boots. We stood near the entrance to the small house in mud and rain. He was newly wed, and his wife came to the door. They were living in a tiny house with his parents. She was heavy with child. Chickens were walking into the house, but I was not invited in. They would be moving into the Drindak place in about six weeks. It would be over three miles walk each way to school. “But where would I stay before that?” I inquired. “In the barn,” was the reply. “I need a place where I can read papers and prepare lessons at night.” The mystic of pedagogy overwhelmed them. I could tell their hopes had vanished. I sensed the obvious. We were in the Great Depression; these people needed money. Steve told me later my $70 per month was more than any family in the district earned. He also remarked with pride that no one in the district was on relief. I thanked Joe and his wife and said I was sorry, a half truth; sorry for them but relieved to escape their barn and house chickens and hopeful that Joe would not be an offended board member. He never was.


Back to Steve’s we went. Lyman helped me carry my bag and box in, saw my room, met the Karobas and took off. The 8 x 10 room had a chair, desk and small cot awaiting me. There was a kerosene lamp and some hooks for hanging my clothing, along with a small chest of drawers. I had a tour of the barn and was shown the privy. Steve was proud of his Guernsey herd and mentioned his membership in the Guernsey Breeders’ Cooperative Association.


It had been hard to say goodbye to Lyman and a let down after the county jail.  It was dark and raining. It did not take long to unpack and put my room in order.

When the milking was over, Mrs. Karoba put our supper together. I learned she hand milked four cows morning and night while Steve and Willie each milked two. She was a handy person to have down on the farm.


As we sat down, the Karoba’s said individual prayers in a foreign

tongue and made the sign of the Cross. With all the other crosses I bore that night, I was reminded of Grandpa’s warning that these were throat-slitting Catholics. I had slept with Jimmy and Vinny Rogers. They were raised Catholic and were protected by St. Christopher icons, but they were American born and spoke the Mother Tongue. Besides, we were friends against common enemies, like the Polish, teachers, parents and game wardens.


Let the record be clear! I never had better or cleaner food than

Mrs. Karoba’s, and little other than spices, sugar and coffee was store

bought. I am not sure if they raised their own wheat. There was variety

bound together by excellent bread baked weekly and stored unwrapped in the basement.


Willie was American born and taciturn. Mrs. Karoba was shy,

spoke little English, and knew her place as a peasant woman. Steve

wished he could speak better English, worked at it, and headed the

household. As our relationship grew, English was spoken in my presence, with Slovak interpretation for Mrs. Karoba when she wanted

it.

HILLSDALE  SCHOOL


I cried myself to sleep that night. Rain, the foreign tongue, and

apprehension about getting started in my teaching found release. I

had the three day Labor Day weekend to get ready. This was not Mom’s home or Mrs. Carlson’s sheriffs quarters. It was my first and last “leaving the nest” cry, and I awakened refreshed and anxious to face a new day.


Fried brown eggs from Mrs. Karoba’s flock of Rhode Island

Reds, thick slices of homemade untoasted bread and home churned

butter, home made ham, bacon or sausage, washed along by rich,

unpasteurized Guernsey milk, fueled me up for the walk, about one

and a half miles to my school. I had a lunch with me and an armful

from the art collection in my cardboard box.


It was one beautiful day. Summer was losing to fall, but there

was much of both in the air. I walked a narrow dirt road uphill and at

the summit, looked down on Chequamegon Bay, southernmost point

of Lake Superior. Ashland, the Lake port, was on the opposite shore.

First generation farms with wood lots and farm buildings were dispersed along the road. One could almost see the spring that determined the site for each set of modest buildings, in a confluence where two hills sloped together. Steve had already told me, with great pride, that water flowed by gravity through an underground pipe from spring to house. It beat pumping and carrying water at our house.


The languorous pastoral scene sedated me by the time I reached the Hillsdale School, the only public building in the district. I entered up a flight of steps into a cloak room with clothes hooks and a board above them for lunch buckets. The inside had been overwhelmed by the darkest coat of fresh paint I had ever seen in a public building. It was a dark peanut butter brown. The solid wall of high windows on this bright day could not coax enough sunlight in to render the room cheerful.

A tall jacketed stove was in a back corner. Up front, the

teacher’s desk faced student desks and a screwed down bench where about four reciters could sit in front of chalk boards and teacher. A picture of Franklin Delano Roosevelt hung, dulled down by the wall

color. A sad commentary on me was that no huge white bulletin boards covered the walls that year. What a fine winter project that would have been for the community. Behind the desk, a door led to a small library. The shelves were filled with textbooks.


The fenced lot ran down hill from the road. No view of the bay,

but a nice down hill view in the opposite direction. One entered through an always open pedestrian gate. Down hill, just behind the school, were two privies. In a corner of the lot nearest the school, there was a modest grove of small hardwoods. I made for it. A spring was shaded by the trees. The water was clear, and frogs and toads were having a look at me. A dead snake or two floated belly up. Waterlogged, decaying leaves and twigs covered the bottom. Naturally, this would be my first project, because it was outdoors and needed doing. I lifted the snakes out on a stick and tossed their remains to nature. The frogs and toads remained. I cleaned out floating debris. Why not toss around a little French? I give thanks to President Jim Dan Hill for bringing it to my attention. After all, I had had a year of higher education.


I had drunk more sullied water all my life. Dr. Rollofson had

made no comments on rural school water purity. There were no walls

or cover, just a man dug hole. I had no intention of cleaning out the

bottom. It seemed so natural and beautiful in the little glade. I was a

product of the deep woods. The spring got me closer to the nature I

loved. The farms had seemed a little overbuilt for me.


My privy inspection was cursory. The grounds were not planned

for outdoor sports. There was no equipment, no evidence of a ball

field, only scattered trees on rocky, uneven land. It did not bother me.

We would improvise as I had done all my life. I found no athletic

equipment inside the school.


The register was in the desk drawer where Misses Carnes and

Carsley had told us it should be. It contained names, birth dates,

grades youngsters had been promoted to, and a few comments about

each. These were quite perfunctory. My youngest would be a lone

second grader and there were no first or eighth graders. This was a

break; no first graders to learn reading, and no graduates coming up

my first year. There were thirteen youngsters with not more than three

in a grade. I think there were six girls and seven boys.


Frank Karoba was special. He was 15 and not assigned to a

grade. I believe the term “slow” was appended to his name. I found

nothing helpful in the comments.


I took the State-mandated textbooks from the shelves and stacked them on a table by my desk. One of each was laid on the desk for me, and enough for each subject and grade laid out on the table for the youngsters.


Time had passed to where hunger pangs were alerting me to

Mrs. K’s sack lunch. There was a clock on the wall. The janitor had

cleaned up the floors and I suspect he had started the clock. I had no

watch and do not ever remember winding or setting the clock. The

janitor would also start the fire. There was a large mound of small dry

hardwood near the school. I rarely saw the janitor. His stipend must

have been coveted.


How perfect to sit beside the spring in my private miniature

woodland after a busy morning uninterrupted by humans or other

sounds and odors of excrement from their internal combustion engines and other polluters.


Steve Karoba’s lunches, prepared by his chef, Mrs. K, set a high

standard! Thick home made bread and butter sandwiches, layered with generous slabs of home grown and cured meat. Her home made boiled ham my favorite, hand cut about 3/8 of an inch thick. There was always some fruit, home grown apples today, canned strawberries, wild raspberries, and blackberries, or applesauce in winter, along with home made cakes, a layered job impregnated with home grown poppy seed took the blue ribbon, cookies and kolaches. These were Danish pastry-like, topped with poppy seed or a colored and sweetened cottage cheese. In winter, when the old heater was activated almost everyone brought along a jar of home made soup. These were put in a pan of water on top of the stove. With covers loosened, they were always handled by the eighteen year old teacher and enjoyed with our cold lunch. Mrs. K’s vegetable soup was a savory meal in itself. Her onion and dropped egg soups served during the Lenten season were treats. Of course, there was always a jar of rich Guernsey milk. I do not remember leaving a morsel of my lunch, and always rose from Mrs. K’s table like Willie and Steve, silenced and captivated by her wizardry. Nothing complimentary was said by them. I let her know, but there was no need to. She could read our enthusiasm from our gusto. She blushed away my compliments.

THE KAROBA FAMILY TALKS


Before school opened on Tuesday, the relationship around the

evening meal relaxed. Willie and Steve gave me background on my

kids. Frank Karoba was not right in the head. He roamed around by

himself after dark. Joe Bozenick gave the teacher trouble last year. I

was being warned of trouble spots. It was of little concern to me, but

interesting.


There were a lot of high school and college age unemployed

youth in the community. The Depression layoffs had brought them

home from Chicago, where they worked as domestics and day

laborers. A couple of males were in the CCC’s. The farmers across

the road from the school had the highest income in the community.

They had several sons at home, were more mechanized, had a Model

T pickup and hauled their milk to the creamery in it. I think theirs

might have been the only wheels in the district. A truck picked up milk

from the other farms. I sensed some resentment of this family. Roads

were not plowed, so milk was delivered to Moquah by sleigh and

horses in winter when it was the only cash crop. The mail was boxed

in Moquah. A lot of farmers harnessed up and drove in to shop and pick up the mail in town. The women always had their heads covered with a shawl, black for elders and church, dish cloths around the farm, and multi-colored for rare dress ups. Folks walked one and one half miles to Mass in Moquah.


The Karobas, mostly Steve, asked about my family, what my

Dad did (this needed expurgation), and my background. All the adults

in the district were born in the “Old Country.’ I got the fascinating story

of their migration that ended with their creation of the Hillsdale School

District. Mrs. K would receive an explanation in Slovak when we got

ahead of her and she asked a question. Willie could interpret for his

folks when we got into something American and generational. I learned to eat a meal in Slovak and this drew us closer, and gave them some laughs on me. We grew into a tight knit table talk foursome, dominated by Steve and me.

ESPECIALLY MRS. KAROBA


Mrs. K kept a spotless home, preserved food and fed us tasty

food without electric aids, washed our clothing on a scrub board and

milked one half of their cows twice a day. This milk provided their

biggest year round income. The men entered the house through the

kitchen, washed their hands and sat down to three fine meals. They

never helped with food preparation, serving or dishes. Mrs. K covered

all the bases in the house, earned $24 per month from my board and

room, and did a man’s work outside. Steve bragged to me about the

work she did during harvest. The potato was big on their table. Mrs. K

worked on the digging and sacking. When they hauled them to the

cellar, Steve sat on the wagon seat and drove the team. Mrs. K lifted the heavy sacks onto the back of the wagon and Willie stacked them. They all carried the sacks into the cellar. Mr. K spoke with pride of her field productivity, almost like having a third horse. I think she knew this. One day she laid her hand beside mine on the table and commented on its softness. Hers were red and toughened. I was embarrassed.

TABLE TALK


Steve shared their deepest prejudice, and Mrs. K supported it.

Jews were related to pigs, that is why they did not eat pork. They smelled. Each Jew had a prayer box. It had to be filled with the dried

blood of a virgin Catholic girl. The girls came from poor Catholic farm

homes.  They were hired as domestics by rich Jews in big city homes.

They were hand picked for beauty, fed well, not worked and eventually

killed by the Rabbi for their blood. Their parents were never able to

trace them. I was speechless!


At an appropriate time, which was at the supper table, I told

Steve and his family how surprised I was to be hired by them because

I was a Protestant. He was puzzled by my comments. Jew was a loaded word for him; Protestant was neutral and meaningless. He had never been exposed to the history and mythology of the Christian blood-letting orgies. Catholic was a loaded and viable prejudice in me. This was the beginning of its slow death.


That first Saturday night and thereafter, I burned the kerosene

lamp late, going through my text books, the state course of study, and

making lesson plans. Sleep blanketed me quickly and deeply. I got off

to school early on Sunday and Labor Day Monday with my lunch and school materials. I revelled in the view of Lake Superior and the bay on my walks to and from school. The three day weekend went fast. I enjoyed my time alone and was never lonely for home, mostly Mom, again.


Tuesday morning I set out with Mrs. K’s lunch, some school

books and papers and a well-filled belly. I savored rich milk and ham

and eggs, and it could be consumed then without the inhibitions of

cholesterol. I looked forward to my kids. They came in on foot from

both directions. Lunches were stowed, they exchanged looks, grins

and smiles with me and greeted each other.


I encouraged them to pick out a desk that fit and had no concern

with their choice of neighbors. Some were delighted to get last year’s

desk. The blonde, rosy cheeked fifth grade fraternal twin girls chose

adjacent desks. They put their pencils, tablets and whatever on the

shelf under the top of their desks. These desks and seats were screwed to boards and could be pushed aside with effort to clear the room. We rarely did this for indoor games in winter. There was a bottle of ink in the older kids ink wells, and the district furnished a large bottle of ink for refueling.


My record book recorded names, grade level which was a

replica of last years record with a grade level advancement for each,

except for Frank Karoba. He was a lanky adolescent fifteen year old

with a few pimples and odd hairs on his unshaven face. He was almost my height and I could smell tobacco on his clothing and breath. His eyes did not quite focus on me. I sensed a wariness, concern and desire to be friendly.

Joe Bozenick, a pubescent seventh grader, found a chance to

fix me with his sharp black eyes and tell me in private that his dad

wanted me to whip him if he did not behave, and let him know and he

would whip him again when he got home. It was a tense moment for

Joe, but he had delivered the message. I shook his hand warmly and

said, “We’re not going to have any trouble, Joe,” and meant it. We

never did.


Steve had told me that these were the babies from the district

homes. Their older brothers and sisters spoke Slovak when they

started school. Mine all spoke Slovak with their parents, but jabbered

in English at school. It was really their basic language, even though

there were no radios, books, magazines, newspapers or movies available to them. I found that none had been to Ashland, ridden in a street car or elevator, talked on a telephone, or seen a movie. They were sweet, eager, innocent, and beautiful children. I never thought that they were missing anything. They did not seem deprived. Excellent air and water, wholesome natural food and unfenced space was their lot. I came to realize that failure of the adults to lift the stigma against spending tax money for tuition so they could walk to Moquah High School was a denial of equal opportunity for them. Unlike the Amish children, there was no future for them on the farms. Action on this was beyond my eighteen year old grasp. I should have made this an issue.


In the first week, our routine was set; in retrospect, too much so.

Two youngsters put up the flag, we pledged Allegiance without analysis of the meaning to the indoor flag, and followed the daily class schedule which was spelled out on tag board, ala Carnes and Carsley.


Classes of one to three students came to the screwed down

bench in front of my desk. Unless we were using the chalkboards or

maps, I sat on the bench with my back to the students at their seats.

We played games in reading, such as “Find and read the sentence

that tells you where Johnny lived and read it to me.” We changed off

so they had a chance to ask questions and be teacher. I gave out

assignments to read, write, etc. Sometimes they got seat work, put a

circle around, match, or fill in the blanks. I now realize that I did not

relate the book stuff to their lives, did not ask enough how and why

questions, and did not encourage them to evaluate and direct their

own learning more.


The kids pitched in. I never raised my voice. I did not encourage

or discourage working together. The only learning problem I recognized was Frank’s. He only stared and grinned when I asked him questions, so I quit. On his best days, he would go to the library and return to his desk with a primer or pre-primer. He would read until recess or lunch break. At other times, he would stare out the window with a grin and saliva dripping, until break time. He carried our chubby second grader around in his arms at recess. Both seemed to get something from it. I never pressured him. Once he punched an older boy in the eye in the cloak room. The youngster was hurt and had a swollen and colorful eye. He told me he had said something to Frank that was offensive. He cried out his hurt with me and I patted him as I urged him to be kind to Frank. When I talked to Frank, he cried, too. All I could say is “You’re so big and strong that even when the smaller guys say mean things, you mustn’t punch them.” We had no more incidents. I knew all the kids liked me and tried to please me, perhaps too much, but it was mutual.


The kids loved our ball games at noon. We played work up with

about two or three batters. I think the kids brought bats and sundry

balls from home. Frank and I could hit them over the fence. This

thrilled the others and we all went on a treasure hunt for the lost ball.

Frank settled in as regular first baseman and I became the regular

pitcher. My job was to throw strikes and coach the little ones to choke

up on the bat. Joe caught, but he and Frank always had a shot at

swinging the bat. Everyone participated and was needed, so nobody

was put down, and we had exercise and fun.


My oldest girl, Agatha, a seventh grader, was a natural and

played as well as the bigger boys. Today she would be a good student

and athlete in high school and college. I suspect she was flirting with

puberty. She tended to enjoy her own company and had a winsome

little smile that seemed to say, “I’ve got a secret.”


I cannot remember asking the board for any playground

equipment. We did manage to get a football and soccer ball. They

might have come from big brothers. I introduced them to kicking,

passing and blocking. They took to all three sports and could carry on

without me, but I liked to play too.

CAUGHT PLAYING OVERTIME


One beautiful fall day we got carried away by our game and ran

over the noon hour. We got in late, red faced, and one kid tripped over

a display of fall wild flowers. I was lecturing them about being careful

and warned that we would lose our ballgames if we could not settle down faster. Everyone pitched in to clean up. Mrs. Nemic, County

Superintendent, walked in for her only visit that year, and we were

caught in the act! We settled down, and she took notes at the back of

the room.


She handed me a copy of her notes and said things were going

fine. She liked our bulletin board, and alerted me to keep an eye on

the twins. “They might become a discipline problem.”


The twins had a secret world that started in the womb. I watched

them a little more. They whispered discreetly and did fine work

enthusiastically. I adore my memory of the two healthy, bouncy ten

year olds with rosy cheeks and dimpled smiles.

FRANK LENDS A HAND


As winter snows accumulated, Frank and I found a project we

could collaborate on. I suggested we build a hand drawn snowplow. It

took!  I do not remember where the used boards, nails, hammer and

saw came from, but Frank and I nailed a V together, re-enforced it, put

a rope on it, and he came early to plow out the path to the privies and

from the unplowed road to the school entrance. I told him he could go

out when it snowed during the day and plow us out. He looked for snow and gained a little status with his classmates, who outshined him

in the classroom. Isn’t that what we all seek?


After school ended, I received an official questionnaire on Frank.

I could tell, as I completed it, that it was leading him toward commitment in a state institution. I was forthright in my answers and

had a lump in my throat as I set them down. Steve and Willie had told

me that Frank walked the roads at night and when his peers teased

him, he slugged them, and was perceived as becoming a menace. I

heard he was committed. I remembered the story that Andy the jailer,

had told me and wondered if Frank’s remains would be returned home

for burial. Andy told me he had seen the obituaries of mental patient

county jail prisoners who had been sent to state institutions. He said a

retired guard told him they had ways of terminating “difficult” residents.

UNEMPLOYED YOUTH


Frank was my second strike-out at Hillsview. I do not know when their kids began to attend high school. Steve mentioned Willie’s

hangout and I went with him one night. It was a cold winter’s night, the

one room shack was heavy with smoke and short on light from a

kerosene lamp. There was a surplus of heat from a woodstove. The

room was filled with unemployed youth waiting out the depression at

home. They were playing cards at several tables, a quiet relaxed

bunch. I did not get the special guest or celebrity treatment. Steve had

told me that the boys made a little wine for their own use. They did not

indulge that night. There were more 14 to 20 year olds marking time at

home than my thirteen in school. None had been to high school. There

was no program for them, only a future of day labor when the depression ended. The oldest son would probably inherit his father’s farm some day and marry a local girl. The impending draft and war would take some, and the GED test and GI bill might offer a second chance to a few. I did nothing for these youth who were my peers, or their parents. They deserved the same opportunity I had had, and there was Moquah High School one and a half miles from us. Drindak went on to a PhD in geography from it!

ESCAPE TO THE CITY


A railroad track followed a valley below the school. We could

hear and see a short train pass by about the time school closed. It

served the small cities and villages along Lake Superior, between

Ashland and Superior. From Steve or Aunt Lottie, I learned there was

one passenger car at the rear of the train which stopped at Ashland

Junction about three miles from the school. Aunt Lottie invited me to

spend a weekend each month with her where I could tub bathe and

take in the bright lights. Steve cleared one half hour noontimes with

the school board so that I could make up time and close school early

for those weekends, to make the train stop in Ashland Junction. We

figured the time I needed. I hit the track and was on time. I paid the

conductor. It was an every-which-way lurching ride to Ashland. The

conductor visited, fired the little coal stove, and spat tobacco juice at it.


It was a big outing for me. Lottie was hospitable. On these trips I

bought a $35 heavy overcoat, overshoes and an Elgin $35 gold wrist

watch guaranteed for a lifetime. With my summer earnings at Tom’s, I

had opened my first checking account and I was a saver, but would

switch to a big time spender when I hit Ashland. I even paid my monthly $24 room, board and laundry by check to Steve Karoba, but

Mrs. K manned the scrub board, made my meals and cleaned my

room.


Lottie’s son, Howard, came home to run the coal business when

Uncle Frank died. He loaned me his car and I took Dorothy Fleming, a

trim little student nurse, to a movie, topped off by a milk shake on

Saturday night. We got along so well that I kissed her on the cheek

when we said goodnight. This was a big night, and cost upward of $1,

peanuts to me, a big spender.


Dorothy had been in seventh grade with my sister, Charlotte, in

Cable. Eleanor, her older sister, was a freshman with me. I took a

shine to Dorothy that year. We were exchanging looks in study hall

and found occasions to visit. I gave her my boy scout knife. This was

not easy to part with, and she gave me a necklace. It had been a gift

from an aunt. I wrapped it in soft paper, the kind on store-bought

apples. Mother would use this paper in the toilet when the Macks

visited us. It was a luxury at our house. Then I found a small box and

put the necklace in it and put it in my dresser drawer. Mother found it

and asked about the source. I told her and the price I had paid with my

knife. She thought it was a family heirloom. Her trade must have been

discovered, too, because with much hemming and hawing, she said

her mom had said the necklace was a special gift and should be returned. We exchanged our gifts. I rated the knife above the necklace, anyway. Our romance was terminated when the three Fleming girls transferred to Drummond Junior and Senior High School. Six years later, we were dating one night a month with impunity, in Ashland. Aunt Lottie seemed to approve!


My generous cousin, Howard, would drive me to Karobas on

Sunday evenings. When the snow built up, he would drop me off at

the end of the snow plowed road in Moquah and I would hike one and

a half miles. It was a breeze with my new overshoes, coat and watch,

and I was renewed for another month of teaching.

THE DEPRESSION WAS REAL


On one of my trips to Ashland, I told Lottie that I wanted to buy

some life insurance. It was another symbol of what an upward oriented

young man thought essential to the good life, not unlike my Mom’s dream of a flush toilet. Aunt Lottie told me there was an insurance salesman at her church who had a big family and was having a tough time feeding them. I told her I would see him on my next trip to Ashland. The week before Christmas vacation he walked to the school just before closing time and sold me a $1 ,500 double indemnity, ordinary Metropolitan Life Insurance policy, with my Mom as beneficiary. I was so proud when I took my check book out of my shirt pocket and wrote out a check for $25. The deal was subject to my passing a physical exam on my next trip to Ashland. It was all set up for a Saturday by the insurance agent. I heard no objections from the doctor. Times have changed. We walked as far as Steve’s farm together on the way back to his car parked in Moquah, about a three mile walk from the school. I noted his suit and coat were thin and he had no overshoes. As we walked and talked, I told him he did not need to make this long trip, that I had told Aunt Lottie we could take care of it on my next trip to Ashland. He stopped, looked me in the eye as tears came to his, and through quivering lips said that the $25 was his commission and would mean a tree, turkey with trimmings and a gift for each of his seven children. It was a sobering statement. I was proud of my role. On my next visit to Lottie’s and Ashland, I passed my physical and my check could be cashed. Lottie was grateful and thanked me. She knew money was tight and had helped this family have a Merry Christmas. Times have changed. I never forgot those years when FDR was trying to make a difference and affluent America was running scared, but my Slovak families were warmed by their own wood, and ate well from their barns and cellars. Short on cash, but rich in the essentials, they were Jeffersonians but did not know it.

SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE


Our school Christmas program was the best they had ever seen,

so many parents said to me. I had heard the same throughout my

elementary and secondary school years, it wore thin, so I realized it

was not my coaching that prompted the appraisal!


Steve and family warned me that the teacher always gave the

kids presents. Candy bars were traditional. Thirteen at five cents each

was sixty-five cents. I added a big orange for each. It was hard to

spend money in those days. There were pamphlets around on school

Christmas programs. I had been through a lot of them and so had the

kids. We put ours together, a bunch of compromises between our

talent, what we knew about the story of Jesus, and time.


We had a tree and Santa Claus. We did the Nativity and sang

Christmas carols. Moms did the costumes at home. Folding chairs

came from somewhere for parents and other local citizens. Adults

walked to the program by the light of kerosene and gas lanterns which

lighted the school for the festivities. I was not anxious, I knew the kids

would carry it along and the adults would be with them. As I recall,

Frank was the tallest Wise man and returned to the stage carrying

Laurence the Christ Child in his arms. Many youngsters had two parts.

Joe was a dark skinned Holy land-type Joseph. It was a fun night for

all. I am sorry, now, that we did not invite the adults to do a Christmas

in Slovakia scene for us. It would have been so appropriate.


Christmas was big for me that year. With my checking account

and Lottie’s help, when I got off the train in Cable I had  gifts for my kid

brother and sisters, along with Lyman, Mom and Dad. I also was in charge of getting our tree. Mother did her usual good job of involving

her kids in decorating the house and tree. I took care of wood, water

from the neighbors, fire and ash removal. She served baked turkey

with trimmings, and seemed as efficient as ever.


I got out to Dad’s logging operation and rode with Lyman to the

Cable landing in front of a load of beautiful logs destined for top of the

line furniture, veneer. Dad had managed to get Lyman back. He was

discouraged with Dad’s inability to log at a profit and predicted another

failure. I dropped in on Tom at the store, visited with others, and got in

some ice fishing. It was an ideal holiday for a professional man!

CELEBRATING KAROBA’S 25TH


The school was open to the citizenry one other night while I was

in the district. The Steve Karoba’s 25th wedding anniversary was the

occasion. I was the only outsider and teenager invited. I felt honored.

Desks were pushed back and the circle of chairs was in place. Joe

Karoba approached me for two bits to buy a gallon of moonshine. It

was a moral issue for me, the teacher seated between two of my

students, violating a law. My hand slid into my pocket and without

visible equivocation, I helped finance the underworld and with taxpayers’ money. Joe was back soon with a gallon of white lightening.

It went on his hip and he was a circulating bartender until his well ran

dry, very late in a long evening. Joe came by me many times with the

jug and a couple of small glasses. We had a contest of wills, and I

prevailed. Joe seemed hurt. He did not have a WCTU mom who had

seen the evils of over indulgence in her own family. The only hard

liquor that had entered my innards was the drops from a discarded bottle outside the Cable Town Hall. I had to try it and had some fear of

being struck dead by Mother’s God when I did. Besides, I was in the

presence of my students and carried my role model on my sleeve. It

was real to me. As the evening wore on, Joe’s tongue thickened and

he wobbled a little. Some women and more men drank straight.

Laughter and hand clapping picked up. An accordion pumped out

Slovak folk music and there were lovely folk dances. The women wore

colorful skirts, black boots and their special bright scarves. They had

also brought along some tasty home made niblets. It was good to see

these hard working people at play, and free to do it with the only

traditions they knew, in their own school so far from their native land.

BERRY PICKERS


Steve told me there was a district tradition of finishing school a

week early so the youngsters could pick strawberries. All the farms

had a small field of strawberries. They were organized into an

association and shipped their berries to New York City by refrigerated

car attached to a passenger train out of Ashland Junction. 180 days of

school was inviolate, so we had classes on five Saturdays in order to

conform.

BACK TO SCHOOL


School was fun for me.  I regret now that I never visited a home or had a parent visit school, but I felt like a big brother to the thirteen kids. I gave music, art and penmanship a fair shake. We sang from Miss Curtis’s

“Music for Youth”:

Old Daddy Crow, / want to know

Why you teach the baby crows

To steal the corn set out in rows.

Old Daddy Crow, / want to know.
We all seemed to enjoy singing these and old American favorites. I

taught the mechanics of music and used my pitch pipe to help them

start a song. It was all according to Miss Curtis. When we finished a

song, I sounded where we should have ended and where I thought we

had ended, and asked, ala Miss Curtis, “What was wrong with it?” In

unison they learned to echo what Miss Curtis had taught me: “We

were flat.”


In art, we followed Miss Rhenstrand’s teachings. I had my box of ideas for seasons, holidays, bulletin boards, and samples of materials and media. We tried a lot of it and some of the kids did nice things and some, like me, “did their thing.” I had sense enough not to try being a model. I took them through the nomenclature, color combinations and form and proportion as she had done with us.

We made Valentines in art period. Some were eye-catching, by

girls, of course. Naturally, my girls put together a beautiful Valentine box. Their smiles and bright eyes as they worked on it are with me as I

write. The addressing was a most personal matter. All the girls remembered me, but a few of the boys were negligent. I anticipated

this, and was not vindictive. The only store bought valentines in the

box was one to each of them with my love, purchased in Ashland. We

remembered Mother’s Day, too.

SLOVAK TREK TO HILLSDALE


Steve Karoba unfolded the story of their trek at the supper

table. They had left old Austria Hungary to escape conscription and

regain the right to use and teach the Slovak language, their native

tongue. Their first stop was the mines of Pennsylvania. From these,

they moved en masse to coal mines in southern Illinois. They came

from frugal farm backgrounds, saved their money, and longed to get

back to the soil.


A timber company advertised cutover land for sale at bargain

prices in Northwestern Wisconsin. They huddled and contacted the

agent. They shared the expenses of sending one of the group to examine the site. The timing was fortuitous for the timber company. It was an early spring. Dandelions were blooming through green grass in March, a replica of their homeland. All acquired a forty acre undeveloped farm site. Steve bought and built a sawmill, felled second growth pine from his land and erected his house and barn with the help of neighbors. He used rough sawn 2 x 4’s laid flat and nailed together for his four inch thick solid walls. He was proud of this original feature.


They cleared their land and became hard working, self sufficient,

diversified farmers with excellent small Guernsey herds and a cash

crop of strawberries. They were members of the Guernsey Breeders

Association and marketed their strawberries through their cooperative.

Steve expressed pride that no one in the district was on relief in the

Great Depression (this could not be said of my Village of Cable). It

was a sad pride they shared in never having had a child attend the high school in Moquah, within walking distance, because all the taxpayers would pay the tuition.


The long cold winters seemed to be the greatest complaint of

the people, along with missing their Slovak families. They were not

chronic complainers. Their time and energy was focused on survival.


One morning Steve called me to his outdoor thermometer. It

was a record low for the fifteen years it had been recording for him.

The red alcohol was below the last calibration mark at -5O(. We estimated it was ~53o, I was layered with clothing down to wool

underwear with only my eyes exposed above a scarf. It was a comfortable walk. The janitor had the fire going and it was only -35( in

the school. Corks on the desk ink bottles were pushed upward by the

frozen expanded ink.


Keeping the fire going was my responsibility and after a short

visit to talk about the weather, the janitor took off. He probably wanted

to get home and warm up. Seven of my thirteen students made it that

morning. I looked for whiteness of skin, telltale sign of frostbite, and

saw none. The twins walked over two miles, sensibly dressed in jeans.

They had only red faced grins to show, along with a sense of

accomplishment.


As winter came on, I had warned the youngsters to come to me

at once if they thought a part of their body was frozen. We all kept our

outer wraps on. My sixth grade girl snuggled up to the stove. She began to cry. She was in a dress and was frosted above the knees. We went to the library where it was colder, and one of the boys brought in our wash basin filled with snow. We were both self conscious as I rubbed her knees with snow, the then current but now outmoded first aid practice. The crying ceased, she smiled back to her classmates. I admonished them again not to go to the stove, but come to me if they sensed frostbite. We shoved the desks rows to the walls and did calisthenics and running games until 10:30, when our room was warm enough for scholarly pursuits. We did calisthenics quite often at noon that winter. The kids and I enjoyed it. They also brought sleds and we iced an angled path down our sloping school yard for outdoor diversion. Soft snow brought on snowballing. It was my job to see that the balls were loosely packed. This was a switch for me. Some attractive snowmen, never women, were rolled out and hung around all winter.  A circle in the snow intersected with pie-sliced  trails from the center prison was all that was needed for a lively, no- standing-around-and-getting-cold game of fox and geese. Everyone could play it, and if I needed to be inside to work with a student or get ready for a class, the youngsters could carry on.  People looked forward to the January thaw. Some years it showed in April.


Supper talk at the Karobas was a respite for me from the school

room. Steve hung the mantel of “Professor” on me and always had

questions, seeking answers. I never sat in silence with Steve. The

contrast between the monarchial hegemony of Austria-Hungary and

the Moquah town meeting and our system of local, county, state and

national government had opened up a wondrous world to him. So

many times he mentioned how much he liked the “politic” and wished

he could be in it. I shared what little I knew of the War for Independence and the formulation of our Constitution and government.


One evening we lingered around the supper table where Steve

had raised a question in the broad area of medicine. I had to tell him I

knew nothing about the subject. This led to further questions and then

surprise and shock when I told them I had not read all books in print!

Steve had called me “Professor’ and there was a kid gloves treatment

of me in the district. I suppose it was what a country doctor or man of

the cloth experiences. But I was a nineteen year old with no claim to scholarship. I was just emerging from the pupal stage, a flip school

boy skirting serious study and prone to find or create the funny side of

life and living. This was too ludicrous to kindle my vanity. In retrospect,

the services of a man of my learning, assumed to have read it all, at

$70 per month, seemed cheap, even in the Depression.


Down deep there was a core in me of caring for people and their

problems, but my instinct was to look for comedy, when tragedy was

there to be reckoned with. Steve’s uncovering of my limits had been a

shocker to me. I had never thought a reasoning adult would bestow

omniscience on any mortal.

MY ACQUISITIVE IMPULSE


One of my childhood dreams was to own a piece of wooded,

isolated, glaciated, unspoiled land in what to me was the most beautiful spot in the world. It was to be bordered by a pond or lake, or traversed by a stream, and the woods and water were to be a natural pasture for wild life. When my checking account started to accumulate capital, I shared my dream with Art Goff, who had spent his life in logging and allied timber dealings.


He wrote me an official letter saying a forty acre piece of

property on Upper Ghost Lake was for sale by the Delles Paper and

Pulp Company, which was liquidating huge holdings, and Art was their

agent. It could be purchased for $5 an acre at six percent interest on

the unpaid balance. The total price was $167, as I recall. It was 33-

plus acres, the balance of the forty acres being in the lake. There was

a road easement to it, but it was presently accessed only by foot or

boat.


Upper Ghost Lake was the nearest Muskellunge water to Cable.

From the plat Art enclosed, I could visualize the land. A high white

birch bank with small green spruce and fir leading down to a beaver

house near the headwaters of Ghost Creek that meandered miles through woods untouched since virgin pine logging days, and emptied into lower Ghost Lake in Sawyer County. A secret question one never shared was whether the creek harbored trout. Someday, I would find out.


J.C. Hoof, wholesale auto parts tycoon from Chicago, owned a

big chunk of the lake shore and had a log summer home, boat house

and other buildings in his compound. His place was the eastern most

served by Dad’s telephone exchange. Access was by a town road

about fifteen miles from Cable. The short private drive to his summer

home wound through virgin hemlock to a hilltop that looked down

upon Ghost Lake. Its shore line was unbroken by any other habitation.


Lyman and I had been to Hoofs once with Dad while he did

some electrical or plumbing work. Mr. Hoof was pruning rose bushes

and wore leather gloves. We did not know men did such things! He

looked like a contemporary advertisement showing a successful CEO

- a little overweight, somber, secure, carrying a heavy load of labor,

customer, production and board problems, and harassed by government red tape. He and Dad visited amicably and he walked us down a hill to his boat house where we saw swallows nesting in it. He told us about seeing a young bird fall in the water and float, flopping out to the weed bed where a stealthy crocodile or snake-like Muskie swallowed it whole.

It took me no time to get a letter back to Art. Papers were signed and returned with my down payment check. I received the deed after the last payment was made, and I got the thrill most youth get from acquiring title to their first automobile. This had never appealed to me, but to own shoreline on Ghost Lake was a big chunk of my American Dream. 


I never caught a Muskie but held them in the same awe that seamen carried for Moby Dick. No mammalian predator got more attention than this “tiger of the north.” Summer residents gathered nightly on Lakewood’s Namakagon Lake dock to watch a lunker regularly coast into shallow water like a throttled back boat. It was making its hunting foray through the bay. One evening they were entertained by the preliminary show of a muskrat rolling, diving and lazing on the surface. They were silenced when the Muskie’s wake converged on the muskrat’s ripples, followed by stillness and silence on the dock and water as the waited for the rat to surface, impossible from the Muskie’s belly.


When fishing for Muskie, it was legal to shoot or club them as

they floated beside the boat, exhausted but still lethal, to alleviate the

danger of struggling with one in the bottom of the boat. They were

referred to as freshwater barracuda.


That summer, Lyman and I walked over it. He and Dad would

have been more impressed if it had some marketable timber on it. I

would have viewed the timber as a resource to be cherished and

honored when it crashed to earth in old age and its remains returned

to enrich the soil that had nourished it. The idea of falling mature trees

was becoming abhorrent to me.

BACK TO MY STUDENTS


Elsie was in fourth grade. She and her sixth grade brother were

the quietest youngsters in school, pale, grave children. Their dad was

on the school board. Steve had volunteered that he was of Finnish

extraction, the only non-Slovak man in the district. Good farmer and

neighbor, he had been honored with board election. They were the only non-church attendees in the district, and his wife was “nervous.”


In late winter he stopped his sleigh to talk as I was headed for

Karobas. He was a big, handsome, soft spoken man. His concern was

Elsie. She was worried about failing and having to repeat fourth grade,

which stunned me. Who had planted the seed? My record book indicated none of the children had been retained. Frank, of course, was ungraded. Had some teacher used this threat to control and motivate? Was the nervous mother passing on fear? I reassured the concerned father that her work was satisfactory and she would pass. I sensed his relief and embarrassment at bringing up the pressing subject. He obviously had avoided it because of his reluctance to be cast in the role of an intimidating board member. I had never visited a home; parents had not been invited to school; no personal notes had been sent home telling them how unique and lovely their last born was to me. It would have been honest and easy to do.


Elsie’s wan face was with me on the walk to Karobas, through

the evening and into the night. Why had I not known of her torment?

What else in these kids was I missing? There was more to teaching

than the daily schedule, course of study, textbooks, and my limitations

in penmanship, art and music. I now suspect there was some joy in Elsie’s home that night. I thought that I sensed an inhibited and tenuous look of relief on her face the next day.


She will always be with me. I knew so little then about people as

individuals, and children heading for adulthood. My understanding has

never been up to what teachers need. It starts with understanding

ones self, and I never have. The actor in me has kept my little drama

moving and carried me through life, but when my stage mask slips

and I must confront me, the lights go off.

JOB OFFER


In early May, Joe and Steve Karoba approached me at Steve’s

house. They were self-conscious. It was an official conversation with the board majority. They offered me a contract for next year. It was not easy. I had to tell them I had taken the opening at the Namakagon School, nearer my home. They said they were afraid I would not come back. That was all. It was not a happy conversation.


The transaction, I now realize, was all arranged through Mrs. Nemic. I never talked with the Namakagon Board. They had all watched me grow up. I was to teach their children though never really qualified in my own private view. Mrs. Nemic had taught the Namakagon School and never been forgotten. I was to be paid $85 per month and do the janitor work.


Lyman came for me in late May. Farewells were brief. I talked through a lump in my throat and left with two hundred strawberry plants and the recipe for pinenakapusta. I liked it so much and Mrs. K had let me help her make it on a Saturday, so I was ready to chef with Mom in her kitchen. She aimed to please and liked to try out new recipes. I had introduced her to fig oatmeal bars or raisin oatmeal bars that became my favorite from Mrs. Hacker’s Douglas County Jail kitchen. Mother learned to substitute raisins in a poor man’s recipe. Pineapple enhanced for some palates.


Lyman and I resumed visiting as we always have, without sparring. Common memories and interests, mutual love and complete trust and respect have always made it easy. There was an empty drawer in the old dresser and a few wire hangers in the closet for my meager wardrobe. Mother’s “Big Boys were together again.

I tended the lawn and chores, played ball, worked at Tom’s, resumed church duties and found time for fishing, walking over my Ghost Lake acquisition, having a look at Namakagon School, and arranging room and board with the Elmer McKays. He, too, was a school boar member.

RETROSPECT ON THE KAROBAS

The Karobas gave me 200 Dunlap strawberry sets from their field to take home, along with instructions for transplanting. I had a piece of Grandpa’s abandoned garden plowed, and planted and watered the strawberry plants. The second and third years, Mother and her second family feasted and preserved but there was no one to carry on, so the plot went back to weeds. This  was always symbolic for me of a death at our house. A flourishing, cared-for vegetable or flower garden exudes life and the future, like healthy children. Hillsdale youngsters were my garden. It is sad when school soil becomes unfertilized and overrun with weeds. Some one with standards and faith has to “mind the garden."


The Karobas went to bed ahead of me while I was preparing

lessons or writing letters. Sometimes I tiptoed by them, heading for the

john or a glass of water. Their bedtime ritual never changed. All three

heads were buried in their arms on kitchen chair seats as they went

through their prayers individually on their knees. It has taken years for

the edifice of prejudice toward Catholics to crumble in me. I can still

find traces of the old foundation. Hillsdale School children and the

Karoba family helped me to see the light, but I alone can scrub it off

and hopefully destroy the virus.


My Hillsview children made it easy to love them, and they reciprocated with an eagerness to please me. Our cow, Nellie, and

then these kids, rewarded me in different ways. I needed both!

NO DOLLARS AND 30/100


My values were warped. Somehow, paying income taxes was an

important rite of passage for me. I was never more intent than when I

acquired Wisconsin State income tax forms and filled them out for the

fiscal year 1934-35. I was so proud to be over the six hundred dollar

minimum. Seventy Dollars per month for nine months added up to an

income of $630. My check for no dollars and 30/100 was mailed in.

Why was it such a big thing? A’s in school, my rural diploma, driving in

runs in baseball, fish catches, even the Ghost Lake property, paled beside paying income taxes. Land on Ghost Lake was an esthetic

object. It was a piece of nature’s art, to be cherished for its innate value that was apart from money; but paying income tax was a status thing. I had arrived at nineteen, reached adulthood, and was paying my dues.


It really hurt when the check was returned with a terse note

saying it was against department policy to accept checks for less than

a dollar. Why didn’t they set the minimum at $700? I glanced around

to see that no one observed the note, but I was wounded. There was no need for the governor to publicly honor me. The cancelled check would have been sufficient. I kept this rejection to myself along with my confusion.

TWO GOOD YEARS AT NAMAKAGON SCHOOL


Summers were special in Cable. Summer people and tourists

spent money. “Earn enough in the summer to live all winter” was the

saying. “No fires in the heaters. Soak up some sun for the winter.” Strawberry shortcake, picnics, fishing and ballgames before a partisan

crowd on Sundays.


Summer passed, and I was dropped off at McKays by Lyman for

the Labor Day weekend. They had a big two-story four bedroom house

with a flush and a central wood furnace for heat. Three of their four children had left home. Howard, their oldest, had graduated from high

school with me. Harry, the youngest, would be a sixth grader. Here I

was, boarding with another school board member, under the same

roof with a student. The violations of doctrine no longer gave me much

pause.  I had refuted this dogma, but was uncomfortable with the confusion it engendered.


Mrs. Mckay was a big, quiet, efficient housewife who seemed

serene in her role. I had lucked out again. My landlady was a joy; a

fine cook and housekeeper, a live-and-let-live woman, so easy to talk

to, and I seemed to need talking.


My check was made out to her, unlike at the Karobas, even

though Elmer wore the pants. He was about five feet two inches tall. I

had always heard men say he was “all man”. Elmer epitomized the

self-made man - organized, smart, close-mouthed and hard working.

He and Dad had worked in Good’s sawmill in what was called “The

Village”, where my school was located. As I walked from McKay’s

lakeside home to the  town road, I passed a sturdy log cabin. Dad and

Elmer had bached there as teenagers. Dad was a lumber grader and

Elmer was a blacksmith in the mill shop.


They never took to the lifestyle of a lumberjack and left the bunk

shack and cook shack at the mill and set up their own bachelor

quarters at an idyllic spot on the lake, off the road. As I passed it twice a day I tried to visualize their life in the pre-electric and auto era. Elmer

said Dad spent his money and free time on ammunition and shooting.

He was known as “Eagle Eye.” I am sure their staples were fresh fish

and wild meat.


Elmer became a contractor and built Jacob Loeb’s Lodge on the

lake. Dad was the electrical, plumbing and heating contractor. Elmer

was caretaker of Loeb’s compound, the most elaborate on the lake when I lived with the McKays. He bossed a year round live-in crew of men and women.


Dad never made it financially. Elmer became one of the wealthiest locals. He was on the board of the Cable Bank when it closed, told me how his stocks were recovering, he was debt free, owned real estate and was a thirty-second degree Mason.


Dad cultivated the wealthy summer people with trout and venison, hoping for a handout in their wills, and gave up his power and

telephone franchises and the plumbing and electrical bonanza he could have developed with Lyman because it interfered with his certain opportunity to make it big in logging.


Two very different men, going at life in different ways. One built

a comfortable home with a flush for his wife, and left her adequately

provided for in old age in a small home within walking distance of

everything available in Cable. Our Dad had the talent to do the same,

but his short cuts and side roads did not take him there. He also lost

the love and trust of his wife, our mother.


Labor Day weekend was spent opening up my new school. It

was a big, rich, old district compared to Hillsview. We had indoor chemical toilets and a well. Roads were plowed and a pickup delivered most of the youngsters. It traveled from Junek’s farm and mill beyond the dam to Anderson’s Farm, probably twenty-five miles. The lake was most irregular with arms connected by channels and with bridge crossings over narrowest points, so that it was possible to drive around the lake. County D left State 24 at Cable and rejoined it at Grandview. Some residents of Namakagon shopped in each village.


There were a couple of modest tarpaper covered shacks and

the town hall and school remaining of what had once been

Namakagon Village, which sprung up around Good’s Mill and followed

the mill back to nature. The lake could be peeked at from the school,

but young growth screened the view. We had a long town road hill that extended a half mile to the lake from the school that we converted into an ideal winter sliding place. Sleds from home were loaded with big and little ones for the descent, which filled the air with screams of joy. We had to cross the main town road from our top of the hill school road. It was a potential danger spot. I talked to Elmer about it. He knew the car owners and their winter driving patterns. He judged it safe. I never saw a car in two winters of sliding. We got our thrills on the way down and aerobics on the ascent. Our round trip used the noon break. It took little time to get warm snow suits and winter overshoes on the little ones. Everyone helped. It was a family outing. Age and gender excluded no one. There were only three girls in attendance and seventeen boys. We were a red faced, relaxed bunch at the end of our noon time runs in subzero weather.


Middle aged Orrie Smith and his mother lived next to the school.

Orrie was a day laborer. This meant sundry jobs when they were available. A hot dish was provided by the school board each noon to supplement sack lunches. Canned pork and beans, beets, corn, peas, beans, hominy, Campbell’s soups and such were stored in a barrel under the Smith’s kitchen floor. I lifted a trap door and climbed down a short ladder each morning to pick up the daily menu. It gave me a chance to visit with Mrs. Smith, a lovely woman who kept a clean feminine home for her son.


Ernie Leibman was a school board member. He had a resort.

Jacob Loebs compound was next to his resort. They were separated

by a cove. Ernie was a tailor and had a business in Chicago that he

sold and went into resorting on the lake five hundred miles north. His

guests tended to be Chicago people. Ernie was a wiry, bald man,

greatly respected in the Town of Namakagon. He was perennially

elected to both the town and school boards. His math skills were

legendary.


Ernie bached winters with the boys while his wife and teenaged

daughter wintered in Florida. Donny was a blond, green eyed fifth

grader and Georgie, a sixth grader, was dark like Ernie. They were

bright and both had to work hard to keep the cork on their bottled up

energy. I had the same problem as a school boy. Their dad had been

an infantry captain in World War I and the boys stood erect, looked

me straight in the eye and emphasized the Mr. and Sir when they

addressed me. Ernie was obviously following his book in raising them.

It was apparent that he was nourishing their spirits while he tended to their manners.


Donny struck just as I took hot cans of pork and beans out of

water on the kerosene stove in our small kitchen for the first time.

Heels clicked as he said, Mr. Fisk, Sir, could you please see that

Georgie and I get a little piece of pork with our beans? We’re Jewish

and we never get it at home, you know.” They got all of the meager

pork I could find in the beans that first time. Board members followed

the County school superintendent’s admonitions and never entered

the school, so it was some time later I had a chance to pass this story

on to Ernie. “Hell,” he snorted, “I’ll bet those little bastards eat more

Canadian bacon than anyone around the lake!”

WORLDS APART


What a contrast between the two school districts! Hillsdale

possibly comprised twelve square miles and Namakagon had two

townships totaling seventy-two square miles, with numerous ponds,

small lakes and streams and Chief Namakagon’s Lake and River. A

county road semi-circled the lake and many town side roads, all plowed in winter, to transport timber products, beer and soft drinks and food products to three combination stores and gas stations, two of which sold beer and served food. There was a dance pavilion which was open during the summer season. Namakagon was a seasonal playground.


In contrast to Hillsdale where all residents were farmers and

derived their cash from milk and strawberries, Namakagon had no

more than three families with cows and a team of horses, and a few

family gardens. Fish and venison were staples in many homes. There were seasonally employed poor people who worked at resorts and for

millionaire summer home owners, and in the woods and on town

roads.


A few men guided hunters and fishermen. Trapping was a

common income supplement. I was aware of no hunting, fishing or

trapping in Hillsdale.  There were no streams or lakes. In Hillsdale

District all, save Elsie’s family, were foreign born and spoke Slovak at

home. All attended the Catholic church except Elsie’s parents. In

Namakagon, English was the spoken language in all homes and no

one attended church.


It was rumored that the teacher I replaced in Namakagon was

not rehired because she was seen entering a Speakeasy while at

Hillsdale. I had resisted offers of bootleg hard liquor as teacher and minor, proffered by a school board member who was the tipsy bartender at a schoolhouse social affair. Mores vary and right and wrong are easily

reversed.


My Dad had sold and installed many resort, summer estate and

business power plants. Elmer Mckay’s home had its own power and

running water. Some summer cottages and low income year round

homes had privies and were kerosene or gas lighted.

SOME MISSED BOATS


Nothing in the school records or local rumors indicated I would

have any youngsters with special problems, nor was I equipped with a

psychological depth finder to search for them. With a student body of

seventeen males and three girls, our uneven, rocky playground was

skewed toward softball, soccer and touch football. The older boys went for it and seventh grader, Dorothy, joined in. Younger kids got a

chance to swing a bat and help in learning to choke up on it. Some

were obviously not from ball tossing families. I tried to help “stars” be

patient and helpful with the beginners. There was plenty of equipment

available. Some one brought a set of boxing gloves to school. It was

winter, so the seats were pushed back and we had sessions. I learned

that pairing off was critical. Donny Taylor, a short, muscular fifth

grader was explosive and had a lethal punch. One short round with his

age mates cured me and he was skipped to the seventh graders.

There were reddened faces, but no nosebleeds. I had no parental

complaints.


In fact, I never heard one about anything. There was more

freedom than I ever exercised to stray from the course of study. Here

we were on the shore of Lake Namakagon and we never sought any

history of Chief Namakagon, who canoed on its waters and camped

with his people on its shores. Where did they come from and what

happened to them? We should have started a museum with artifacts

and pictures, but we did not. Parents and grandparents would have

helped.


The story of the logging of the virgin timber was all around us.

Logging roads and campsites had not yet gone back to nature. No

reference to this local history was a part of our curriculum. I was not

equipped to look beyond the covers of text books and the course of

study for learning materials.


Two of my students were transients. Their father, Captain

Roberts, was an Army officer who headed up the CCC camps in our area. His office was in a special camp in our school district for World

War I veterans. They reforested, built fire lanes, renewed trout

streams and could have helped us relate to the emerging recreational

industry of our locale that was dependent on forest and water

resources.


Instead, I taught agriculture because it was in the course of

study and was vital to Southern Wisconsin. I learned with my older

students about silos, silage and succulents. There had never been a

silo in Namakagon District. It was covered with forests, webbed by

streams, and blessed with lakes and ponds. Fish and wild life

abounded. We avoided mention of it. To this day, sixty years later, the

livelihood of the residents is married to the woods and waters of the

District. The Chequamegon National Forest was created in the thirties

and the off-road woods and waters have not been corrupted.

OUR SCHOOL BUS DRIVE


Fred Meyers was a new resident of the district who drove the school bus.   He had been a Major in the World War I German Army. Tall, slender, erect, with a neatly trimmed mustache, he had married an Anderson and they had a least three young children. Two sons were my students. One started first grade with two other boys in my second year. Fred, like the Slovak parents at Hillsdale showed an old country deference toward the teacher. I felt it. There is a mystique to learning to read. I was the teacher when it surfaced in his child. A teacher in “The Old Country’ was an instrument of the Central Government, to be respected, not questioned.


The Leibman’s and Captain Roberts boys came to me one morning directly from the bus. Georgie said Mr. Meyers was saying

things about their dads. I admonished them to respect Mr. Meyers as

an adult. I did not get it and tried to stow the matter in the closet. A

few mornings later the boys told me Mr. Leibman was talking to Mr.

Meyers in front of the school.


After Elmer and I developed a relationship built on mutual trust

and respect, he brought up this incident. He told me Orrie Smith had

overheard Ernie tell Fred that if he had anything to say about

American Army Officers or Jews, it was to be said to him as a father,

and not to the kids he was hired to haul to school. Orrie had told John

Anderson, the third member of the school board. John ran a small

general store on the corner of the main road east to Glidden and the

fork to the school. He was the father of my youngest girl, a second

grader, and third and fourth grade boys. He was Fred’s brother-in-law.

I passed his store daily enroute to and from school.


John discussed this with Elmer. They were upset about Fred’s

behavior and brought it up at a board meeting, suggesting that Fred

be terminated. Ernie was adamant, Fred had a family to support.

There were no jobs. Ernie had handled the matter as a personal

problem. It was closed. When Elmer shared this with me he spoke of

Ernie with great respect. I had three reactions, shamefaced for my

ignorance when the boys approached me;  and pleased that Elmer

shared this confidential matter with me; if finally, awe at Ernie’s priorities and sense of justice.


My student, Donny Leibman, was a B-17 tail gunner in World War II. He had to bail out over Germany and was reported missing.

After the war, Ernie went to Germany to get first hand information.

Donny was either killed by farmers or as a prisoner of war. They

surmised it was the information on his dog tag that convicted him.

Ernie never sought or got a free ride. It was another burden for this

decent man to carry into his old age.

LANDED GENTRY


Art Goff contacted me again. Eighty acres of land was available on Hidden Lake for one hundred dollars. It was a small lake, about thirty acres, south of County D and Lakewood Resort. They kept an old unlocked boat on the shore and drove fishermen guests two miles on a woods road to it.  Two men could limit out, ten bass each, in a leisurely circle of the lake.


Uneven reflections of trees along the shore line were unbroken by anything manmade. One could gaze on it, entranced, like staring into a campfire. Bleached white saplings bound together by dried mud formed the dome of the beaver house and blended with the grayed snags that had fallen into the water. Their shadows were hideouts for bass lurking like highwaymen, awaiting doomed passers-by. Beaver were so unmolested that they were diurnal and went about their business at high noon. They did not seem to object to sharing this masterpiece with humans. Their restraint set the quite tone that prevailed, accentuated when the slap of a beaver tail reverberated across the water. It was easy to doze upright in the leaky boat as it was paddled, raft-like, around the shores. Time and trees rounded off and softened the glacier gouged scar that created the basin for this gem. The setting was so serene that a cough or shout would be unseemly. It  evoked whispered conversations.


The water runway was too short for lumbering loons to take off, so we were denied the joy of sharing this jewel with a pair. The next time you are privileged to visit with a loon, ask him where in his pinhead he carries the tape that cautions him not to land on runways that are too short for take off.  I felt fortunate to pay Victor Anderson, Namakagon Town Treasurer, telephone. He wanted to prevent that.


He thought the CCC camp might dispatch a truck to deliver the kids to their homes in an emergency. The camp called back to say that only Captain Roberts could release a truck and he was away on an inspection and could not be reached by phone.


Elmer said he would be right with us. He arrived in fifteen minutes in his Model A Ford sedan with knobby snow tires. He was known for using kerosene as antifreeze. Elmer was an individualist.


We dropped off McKay’s son, Harry, and the Junek children at

Mckay’s. Windblown snow was piling up and it was nearly dark. Elmer

divided the remaining kids by routes to their homes and we dropped them off by runs from the store. We were slowed by snow and visibility. Around nine, we pulled into McKay’s. Elmer and Christie talked. They were sure John would dress and try to get his old truck started if we did not get the kids home by midnight. It was not a night for a sick man to be out alone.


We put Anne and Johnnie Junek in the back seat and took off. Snow was piling up, especially where the road bordered the lake and the wind could sweep. At times, drifts over three feet high had freshly formed across the road. In other spots, the road had been blown clean. When we reached a drift, Elmer stopped and I would run ahead and at least hit the drift on the run and wallow a path through it, guided by the driver’s side light beam. This marked a path for him to follow. When I returned to the car, Elmer would rev up and hit the drift, plowing through it if we were lucky. Sometimes he had to back up and make several runs to break through.


When we finally got to Junek’s, a pale John was in his sheepskin coat with lighted kerosene lantern, ready to head for his truck. There was a quick shift from anxiety to relief, most apparent in the mom and wife.


Elmer asked about wood and supplies and got a no problem response, so we took off. It was after 1:00 AM when we reached the

McKay’s. Naturally, Christie was up and had hot food for us. We never

talked about it, but Elmer and I got pretty close that night.


When the storm abated, I skied to the school over a new world. I had no need to follow the road and could explore the coast and woods skiing over brush and fallen trees. Fences were not visible. A freedom, quiet and spentness prevailed. The giant blizzard had sated itself but would return, renewed like a proud, spent stag. Our enemy, the snow, had become a scenic highway. I had a solitary day at school without my students.

A WEEKEND AT HOME


Weekends at home were a mixed bag. Mother was busy with her

second family. Wood and water were a chronic problem. She had given up on a flush. Lyman and I felt fraternal toward our younger siblings, but did not really know them. Dad had freed himself from the telephone and power “loadstones” that Mother had seen as security, and no longer did electrical and plumbing work.  Dad was in camp during the week. Mother was alone with her children.  Money was scarce and no ships were in sight. He was logging virgin hemlock about two miles south of Number Four Lake. It was to be his last failed operation. The card and tea leaves of his fortune teller, Mrs. LaPoint, could not deliver.


One spring weekend, Dad was voluble. He wanted me to ride out to Art Goff's with him. Art lived about four miles from town on East Lake. I did not want to go, but he persisted and I finally climbed into the truck. He talked property taxes on my two proudest acquisitions. The total bill was just over ten dollars. To think that I shared this paradise with deer, wolves, bear, beaver, bass and lesser life, screened and nourished in a wild floral garden, made me the richest landlord in Wisconsin. I sought no advice for raising the rent on Nature’s gift which manmade laws arrogantly deeded over to me. No screening or caretaker’s test was required to gain control of this fragile, priceless ecosystem.

THE BIG STORM


Fear of getting lost in a blizzard was a part of growing up in a cold country. Stories were passed around about this, and there were warnings when a storm was approaching. I saw one coming. Fred Meyers had told me he was leaving for Ashland to see the doctor and expected to be back before school was out. It was the kind of information a responsible adult would heed.


In the early afternoon, I saw the signs: darkness descending, a hush, gentle snow, rising wind whistling and moaning. The school was no place to be with twenty kids, no telephone or car, and Fred in Ashland, forty miles away. The older youngsters were so helpful as we bundled up and set out for Anderson’s Store, about a mile away. I walked in front and had some solid, older boys in back. The young children were in the middle, paired with an older child. There was about eight inches of fresh snow in the road and more falling, and the wind was picking up. The three Anderson children were delivered home. John, their dad, called Elmer at Loebs. I told him about Fred being in Ashland. He said his brother-in-law, John Junek, was in bed with pneumonia and he knew him well enough to know he would leave

his bed, crank up his old truck and come for his kids. They had no hunting, fishing, and making it. I had heard it all before. So had Lyman and Mom. The sands were running down through the old boiled egg timer. It was a lousy April Sunday. The thaw was on, roads were rough with frost boils and mud. Dad droned on.


When we got to Art’s, he casually said, “Bullshit Art a little. He enjoys talking baseball with you.” Dad explained that he was in a little trouble because he had not gotten around to filing a permit to do some logging. Art had a county position supervising logging. The old “buy a forty and log a section” days were ending, and Art had sent an official letter of warning.


I was trapped, angry and crushed. My Dad had used me to bail himself out of a hole he had dug. We were ushered in by Art. He was in his sixties and had supplied venison to the logging camps in the virgin pine days and knew his way around the woods. He seemed glad to see me. I had not talked with him since buying the two land parcels. I thanked him for offering them to me. He got on to baseball, players, plays and games. Age is no obstacle when parties have a common language.


Dad seemed to enjoy the pelt he had caught. At the right moment he terminated the visit by casually telling Art he would “get that letter in”. “Oh sure, Henry,” said Art. We shook hands. He had enjoyed the visit; I had not. Dad rattled on all the way home. He had a talking jag on, a sort of “mission accomplished” chant. It was a pyrrhic victory. The seeds were sown. I must leave home and Cable, but not Mother. I could not cope with Dad. Also, there were things I needed to learn about, even try to understand. My world was falling apart. I sought a new one or at least different confusion.

A GREAT COMMUNITY TRADITION


We had a traditional pot luck community school picnic at LaPointe’s Resort on a late May Sunday. The LaPointes were elderly and their resort and grounds no longer packed in the tourists, but it was tranquil and charming. Games and visiting went on for all ages. Loads of good food was spread out on the lawn. It was a nice school year ending.


Mrs. LaPointe was a friendly hostess. She also played the piano in the Town Hall for our Christmas programs. Dad and others were kept going by her fortune telling. She was a Namakagon matriarch!


Joe LaPointe was a master at checkers and horseshoes. He invited the school teacher to a round of each. I provided no competition. It was almost contradictory to watch the perfection of his horseshoe throw coming from such a gnarled, arthritic hand. He was a local champ at both.


The school board rehired me for a second year with a $5 monthly

raise. All my students were promoted. The McKays would room and board me for a second year. I looked forward to September and moved back to the old home bedroom for the summer. Chores, clerking at Tom’s, baseball, church and fishing took up my time again.

FEAR OF FIRST GRADERS


My first two eighth graders and three first graders were a challenge for the new school year. The soft voices, dimpled hands, baby teeth and smell of the nursery intimidated me! I did not understand how or why kids learn to read, and still don’t. We started out naming objects and colors. I asked them questions and we made stories from their answers. Soon we had stories on the black board, printed, of course.

I am John.

I go to school.

I am in first grade.

I can read.

I could transpose the story to paper and they could read it at home with their own name in it.


Then we were with Dick and Jane in their cottage home, with a blonde mother at home and a dad who came home, always happy from a white collar job. We each had our own book. Books had stories, pictures, sentences made from words which were made from letters, and letters had sounds. It was confusing but challenging and rewarding, and my three first grade scholars were blessed with good equipment for seeing, listening, talking and thinking, so they learned to read together. It was fun for them and for me, and our confidence grew! They had also increased our enrollment to twenty-three, with only three girls.

PROLOGUE ON THE FIRST GRADERS


One of my three boys was the son of Fred Meyers, a quiet, soft spoken, alert boy with a brother in third grade who was helping him get started. A second was dark eyed, quiet and alert. He was first in a young family. His dad had accidentally killed a woman and was serving time for manslaughter.  The woman and her husband were walking along the country road near the school after dark. Two young men were shining deer, illegally. One standing in the back of their pickup saw eyes reflected in the spot light. The woman had picked up their small dog when the truck approached. The dog was looking back over her shoulder. The bullet passed through her chest. My heart went out to this youngster and his pregnant mom, as well as the widower. It was a community tragedy.


The final member of my threesome was the son of Mr. Loeb’s chef. His parents were German born. Mr. Loeb had enticed Oscar Baumann into leaving the Palmer House kitchen in Chicago for a modern cottage in Loeb’s enclave where Oscar operated as chef in what he described as “the most modern kitchen in Northern Wisconsin.” Their son was an only child. The parents were in their forties. It was a momentous day when Oscar, Jr., left home for school. So much concern that he perform and behave well! The old country respect for the school master. Junior must have taken a deep breath of relief when he climbed into the school bus the first morning and turned his back on his loving, anxious parents.


Oscar, Jr. was more assertive than his classmates toward class work and on the playground. Like a one celled amoeba, he engulfed his school work and ingested the lesson of the day. On the playground, he was always in the center of the action, never a bystander. When the bell rang, he stormed the door, face flushed, hair awry and shirt tail out. He was ready for inside action.

HALLOWEEN AT McCLOUD LAKE


McCloud Lake has always had a reserved place in my memories. It was my stepping off place to nature and wilderness, just the right mix of wonder, fear and action to hold a kid in suspense. Out of this came plans to spend Halloween week end with my oldest boys at Cranberry Lodge on McCloud Lake. Why shouldn’t I share this Huckleberry Finn retreat with them? How casually girls were scratched from our plans!


I talked to Elmer, who liked the idea, and his truck was available. I drew a line; all boys in fifth grade and up could go if they asked and got their parents’ permission. Very few could not make it. There was much enthusiasm. We started planning - menus, blankets, sleeping arrangements. The kitchen at Cranberry Lodge would do. There would be some kerosene lamps, so throw in a gallon of kerosene, stick matches and a few flash lights - the boys all wanted one - and their Scout knives, of course. It was simple. Food would come from their homes, and their moms really came through on this.

THE LOW POINT


A contrite dad told me his home had been saddened by the outing. Their boy was a bed wetter. We would be sleeping in double bunks. The boy would be embarrassed, and there was no way out. Keeping him home was a poor solution and letting him go was worse. I could solve this one. I told him I had been a bed wetter. Their son could be my bunk mate. If there was an accident, it would be our secret. He was relieved and plans went forward.


I drove Elmer’s small stake truck to school the last Friday in October. We loaded up bedding and menu items from home as the kids arrived in the morning, and we took off after school. Fred’s school bus had a light load that day.


We headed off in high outing spirits. In two miles, we left the town road for an old tote road into the woods. It was about four miles in low gear to our Shangri La. I had made the trip with Lyman and Dad many times and with the whole family, too always in his old truck, in the back if Mom was along, usually Mom and her three kids were rocked with motion sickness.


Dad stopped for a look at deer, ruffed grouse and porcupines. We did the same. They were plentiful and tame. Fall colors had peaked and visibility increased by leaf drop. I had cautioned the boys to beware of overhanging limbs and brush backs on the sides. I had so much confidence in their good sense. There were no impulsive or show off kids in this bunch. All I ever needed to do was catch the eye of an Anderson twin or Bob Roberts or Georgie Leibman when I wanted support and the message was out. I never sensed a me-versus-them-antagonism, and it was comforting.


We were soon unloaded and settled into Cranberry Lodge, top and bottom bunk choices were worked out amicably, and blankets were spread. I had no trouble getting my bunkmate, and we never discussed the matter.


A goodly detail took off through the bog to the lake for a pump priming bucket of water and a look-see. We were not highly organized or scheduled, like a summer camp. I tried to give everyone a go at wood gathering, cooking, dishwashing and clean up, pump priming, fire starting and lamp lighting.


Menus were carefree. Bacon and eggs for breakfast, soup and sandwiches at noon, hamburgers for supper. We had gallons of milk (no cooling or refrigerator needed, thanks to frost level nights). Moms supplied home made cookies and cakes. I remember no logistical problems.


Friday night my bunk was dry. On Saturday we explored the other three shacks that were scattered around the lake. It was a good outing on an old road to the last one. It was where my Dad and Mother had lived twenty-five years before.  Thanks to subsequent coats of tar paper, it was intact and showed no water damage inside. They were all unlocked, seldom used hunting shacks. The boys were fascinated with opening the door to the variations and mysteries of each. So many and varied containers for salt, sugar, coffee, flour and matches to keep mice from them, and used bars of laundry soap with tooth marks.

Home made furniture, crude and functional, an out of date calendar, a few pictures and cartoons, and notes on the rough studded walls, a kerosene lamp or two, and a request to “Please leave in good condition.”


We dropped down to the shore as we explored.  All of

the shacks were erected far enough back from the shore line so that it was unbroken and unviolated. There were no building ordinances then. Had man been conscious and used aesthetic restraint, or was it merely to protect his habitat from chill winds off the lake?


I was always aware of my feelings of intrusion when I left the woods and stepped out on an undesecrated beach along an unbroken shoreline., One had the feeling of trespassing on the territory of beavers, loons, deer and ducks who were busy with the responsibilities of parenting. One tended to speak in hushed tones. There was a sacredness in the air, like entering a chapel, mosque or cathedral, a mixture of aesthetics, nature, reverence and peace with the ultimate and infinite, best entered with an in or alone.


The boys, of course, stormed the shoreline like ants with much rock throwing and skipping, trying to balance on fallen logs and holding contests for distance attained before wetting a foot. It would be surprising if we did not fashion a raft from drift wood, boards and wire, and pole it around the shores. The lake was shallow and ideal for getting soaked up to the knees without danger. It was made for Huckleberry Finns.

OBSERVING HALLOWEEN


Halloween eve fell on Saturday. What a fortuitous juxtaposition that our school camping trip coincided with that bewitching night, the ideal moment for eureka level creativity. Georgie Leibman triggered it! Why not have the older guys hide out in the vacant shack near Cranberry Lodge and devise a few scenarios to welcome the younger kids when they dropped in for a visit? The juniors had been foiled before and suppressed their trepidations while the big guys clamored for clearance.


I consented, with the stipulation that there were to be assault limits on both the corporeal and psyches of the innocents. The upper classmen sought and got permission to case the deserted shack and plan their program for entertaining us.

Since they were freed, their victims were busied with kitchen

clean up. I instinctively felt that activity would be good for souls facing their last mile. Besides, I felt trapped. I wanted the suspense of the drama, but did not want my younger charges to awaken with nightmares or be returned to their parents with life long disabilities. At twenty, I was feeling the heat of responsibility! The kid in me was with Georgie and his minions, while the adult said “No”.  The hosts for the Halloween party requested and received permission to leave early and set the stage for their guests. I followed them outside and admonished them to plan their acts so it was fun for all with no human sacrifices. I made eye contact with some steady big guys and had confidence that the show could go on with them in the cast.


We spectators stalled until the agreed upon time for the curtain

raising. My “lifetime” Elgin was handy. It was dark when we left by flashlight for the “theater.” I had suggested to my fellow ringsiders that it would probably be scary, but fun. A short walk out the Cranberry Lodge auto trail and off on the side road to the neighbor shack set the stage for us. It was fall cool and so very quiet. Frosts had signaled winter shop closing for birds and insects.


The form of the deserted shack loomed ahead of us and then the

show began. Sundry sounds, lights and blanketed forms converged from various sequestered lairs. They guided us into the shack as veritable

prisoners, and bedlam was upon us. Shadow producing candle lights,

kitchen utensils, noises anchored by the dishpan backed up by a chorus of tin plates with spoons, tinkling and whining in jelly jar glasses. A range of wails, shrieks, roars and growls in a small, tight space, raised the sound level to what contemporary kids receive from electronic amplification.


No white sheets were available but graying flour sack dish towels substituted. In a sense, the audience turned the tables on the cast. They were eventually able to identify the spent Thespians and carry the day.  There was a noisy relaxed return to our lodge and a few card games topped off by a variety of Moms’ baked cookies and apple juice.


I sensed no lingering trauma from the ordeal, possibly a little relief mixed with fatigue and fulfillment. Silence triumphed soon after I blew out the last lamp, and I joined it.

ATONEMENT

My sound and satisfying sleep was rolled back as gently as a stage curtain and the focus of my awareness was warm wetness on my bottom being blotted and spread simultaneously by my winter underwear. An aura of relief came over me. So this is what Lyman had gone through with me. He was so gentle and restrained about it. When I became fully aware of my problem and its intrusion on him, I would apologize the next morning. He was so sensitive and shared my remorse and contrition in silence. Good baseball coaches can do this with a young batter, pitcher or fielder who lets himself and the team down. Words and hands may comfort, but nothing penetrates like shared silence. No one knew I had pounded the pillows in frustration when I discovered a wet bed and Lyman had left me alone at get-up time in the morning.


My moment of atonement had arrived. I listened to the undisturbed breathing of my bunkmate. Other air exchange systems joined in and then the busy pattering of mice rising and falling as they mopped up our food droppings and their youngsters with full bellies entered into lively games of tag. It is so obvious now. It was the ending of a perfect night for them. The shack was a sanctuary and food had been delivered. They were protected from foraging owl and ermine as they cavorted and their anxious parents could relax. No shrill warning whistles blew. It was the time and place for thanksgiving. I rolled over on my belly and fell into a deep sleep.


No words were exchanged the next morning between my bunkmate and me. What was there to add to this long and perfect day for mice and men?


After a belly-filling breakfast and clean up, we folded up the bed rolls and laid in a supply of dry wood from fallen trees. It was a sort of treasure hunt for the boys. They were at home with saw and axe and in short order the wood box was heaped, and the overflow was piled outside.


We made a return trip to our rafts on the lake, and then got involved in a game of hide and seek. These kids were always ahead of boredom. What a place for “hiders” and for challengers to “seekers”. Imagine lying on your belly in soft, fresh, fragrant new fallen leaves and peeking toward the goal or hiding out in a thicket of young fragrant evergreens, or squatting behind a fire charred monster pine stump or log.


The adventurous could play games with “It” by stalking him and

eventually sneaking back to the goal. Younger guys tended to dig in and

wait him out. “It” was not without radar. Ears were as useful as eyes. A movement, sneeze, giggle or remark, or even the warning sound of a blue jay or squirrel could give away a fugitive.


Time went fast and we lunched on pork and beans with trimmings, cleaned up and loaded into the truck for the slow return to the main road. There was napping on bed rolls and singing as we crawled along the tote road with limbs bent upward along the rack top and brush contesting rack sides. Not once did I warn youngsters of the danger and I had heard no complaining or bickering on the trip. Was it possible that these amenable kids were gearing up for the conformance, sacrifice and service that would be demanded of them during World War II? Nature may prepare us for survival in unrevealed ways. It had been fun sharing my beloved McCloud Lake with these lively boys.

NAILING THIRTEEN DUCKS WITH ONE SHOT


Duck season was to end at noon on a Saturday. Elmer

suggested that Harry and I take the boat and decoys out to a point and

hunt on the last morning. We were in hiding behind the decoys at

daybreak with great expectations. I had Elmer’s double barreled

twelve gauge. It was a cold, dark, blustery day. Blue Bills were down

from Canada enroute south, harbingers of winter’s eminence. We saw

ducks in the air and heard sporadic shooting.


Finally a pair came flying our way, low like fighter planes, with no interest in our decoys. I pulled down on the lead duck and fired twice.

Harry shouted, “Good shot” when the wing duck flying about eight feet

behind and four feet below his leader, fell. Harry rowed out to pick him

up. We were both warmed by the action. I saw no reason for telling

Harry the truth. Kids need heroes. I assumed he would tell his dad and

the boys at school. It would be interpreted as a good shot. After rowing

us back to McKay’s, I headed into Cable.


Early Monday morning, while shaving, I heard Christie excitedly

call Elmer, followed shortly by two rifle shots. When I got down stairs,

Elmer was outside. Christie told me to go out and see. It had turned

cold and the lake was frozen over. In the center was a small hole kept

open by ducks crippled in the Saturday morning shoot out, and unable

to fly to open water. Elmer had shot at a pair of bald eagles who were

diving on the ducks. Any red blooded male would defend ducks

crippled by hunters from predators, such as bald eagles.


We knew the season had ended. The ducks would perish and

we could use them. I took off with four shells and Elmer’s shotgun and a long, light pole. The ice was thin and cracked with my weight. It was

eerie. I could see, feel and hear that cracking as it trailed off in the

distance. My eyes were on my feet as I slid them along. The thin ice

was glass clear and I could study the lake bottom. I moved along but

had little stomach for it. Harry was some distance behind me with a

.22 rifle. It must have been one half mile to the lake center, and the

eagles stood on the ice, watching me approach. They took off and

started circling. The ducks were frantic. Their fear helped them lift their

shot-filled bodies onto the ice. Two of them took flight. I wasted two

shells on them. The others scrambled back into the water and swam

in a tight bunch. I pulled down and killed all but two with one shot and

finished these off with my last shell. I high-tailed it ashore and on to

school.


Elmer retrieved fifteen ducks with a long handled dip net. We

figured I had killed thirteen of them with my first shot, leaving two for the last shell. I have gotten a lot of mileage out of this story. That evening we sat down to a tasty wild duck dinner.

BUCK HUNTING, NOVEMBER 1936


Dan Brace was appointed County Superintendent of Schools,

replacing Mrs. Nemic when she accepted a job with the State

Department of Education. He had visited me at Namakagon School as

a supervisor on Mrs. Nemic’s staff. He stayed after school and we had

a chance to digress from school talk and found common ground for

getting acquainted. Dan was a deer hunter, so he joined me at Dad’s

logging camp south of Number Four Lake over the four day

Thanksgiving holiday.


He was a regular guy, happy about the big buck he bagged and I

would guess over picking up a few votes for superintendent in the next

election. Lyman and I were chagrinned to learn later that Dad used

him as a character witness in a bad check court case. Dad won. It is

hard to beat the testimony of an elected county officer in a court

convened in the county seat.


The first morning Lyman killed two bucks in a few minutes. We

surmised that they had been driven ahead of hunters walking in from

the town road. Lyman nailed the deer as they sought cover in a thick

cedar swamp. I killed my first and last deer. It was a small spike with

stubs extending from the spikes. It was a spindly, adolescent yearling.

Lyman dressed it out, and I dragged it in to camp. It seemed out of

place when it hung from the pole beside trophy bucks. Someone

dubbed it ‘the goat” and I took friendly ribbing, not new to me in this

context. My mechanical illiteracy, minimal production with a rifle, and

other quirks had marked me. My churchiness, year in college, and not

drinking, pointed to an odd or peculiar streak in me. My adeptness

with a fish pole and bat and glove helped temper the label. I was not

above cultivating and enjoying my odd ball characterization.


Sunday was the end of the deer season and we all had our

bucks. Dad had cooked and hosted the small hunting party. He served

a splendid boiled dinner of venison, rutabagas, cabbage, spuds,

onions and carrots, washed along with black coffee. Most of the party

was satisfied to lie around the logging shack and tell tall tales before

getting an early start back to their homes.

THE LAST AFTERNOON


I took off for a solitary walk. There was no hunt left in me, but I

carried my rifle because it was the thing to do. It was good to be out

and my spirits soared as I entered a stand of virgin hemlocks. Dad’s

crew had not yet downed these. They were majestic heavy-barked

rugged hemlocks with broad needled limbs dusted with snow. One

had to stop while vision adjusted to the semidarkness. There was a

serenity, silence and aloneness. Time, place and I blended into one

with the infinite.


I paused to take my bearings. It was snowing and the wind had

come up. I had a vague awareness of getting lost, but reasoned that I

could always back track. My goal then would be to walk on to the end

of the hemlocks, so I returned my attentions to this Holy sanctuary that

nature was sharing with me.


As I poked along, savoring the scene, the end of the primordial

forest came in sight. The let down of a thick alder, tamarack swamp

was taking over. I paused for one more drink of nature’s masterpiece

when to my left an enormous buck leaped onto the stage. He made a

semicircle around me, taking great strides. I sensed no fear in him and

much pride, and why shouldn’t there be. He had just finished a rutting

season in which he triumphed over his rivals. He was received with

favor by does who wanted strong fawns. For another season he had

eluded hunters, if he could escape my fire power.


I pulled up my rifle with mixed feelings and threw my sights on

him. What a relief. They were clogged with snow. I watched and

marveled as his massive body disappeared into the thick swamp to my right.


Lyman called from behind me. Dad was aware of the storm and

had told him to find me as I might get lost. I took Lyman to the buck’s

tracks and showed him the length of his strides and described his

rack. When I reported my encounter with the big buck, Dad said he

had seen his tracks. He had not shared this information with anyone,

obviously planning to bag him some day. Dad also said he would have

sighted along his barrel or shot from the hip. I knew this was how the

West was won. My limitation as a nimrod had been exposed, but I will

settle for the picture I have of the way that buck blends with those

great hemlocks. Think of dragging him around them with blood

dripping from his cavity!


Lyman had no trouble getting me back to McKay’s that evening.

His trucking skills made travel through a snowstorm routine. There

was no conflict to keep me awake that night. I wanted no role in chain

sawing those ancient hemlocks earthward, and I hoped the majestic

buck would select his own site for breathing out his life and that

porcupines would gnaw minerals from his mighty antlers, rather than

seeing them nailed to a hunter’s wall.

WEEKEND GUEST AT JACOB LOEB’S LODGE


In the heart of winter I was invited to Loeb’s summer retreat for a weekend. Dad had the electrical, heating and plumbing contracts for

the lodge and supporting buildings, erected on a promontory

overlooking Lake Namakagon. He came home with eye-widening

tales of the opulence of the place. The compound included five three-

bedroom cottages, all with fireplaces. These were for Mr. Loeb’s three grown children, the chef, and Miss Merritt, Mr. Loeb’s secretary. Above

the garage were rooms for the male and female help. There was a

large boathouse well stocked with Chris Crafts. Miss Merritt had a

modern kennel for her Scotties. This was the era when a Scottie

occupied the White House.


Jacob M. Loeb was CEO of a Chicago insurance company. In

the 1920’s his extended family was shocked by the conviction of his

nephew, Richard Loeb, in a gruesome murder case. Clarence Darrow,

famous criminal lawyer, was credited with saving Leopold and Loeb

from the electric chair. The case was, as widely publicized as the

Lindberg trial that followed it.


George Van Devander, my high school classmate and Loeb’s

foreman, picked me up at McKay’s on Saturday afternoon. I am sure

my landlord, Elmer, who was caretaker of Loeb’s Lodge had been

apprised of my invitation to be a weekend guest. I traveled light; a

paper bag carried my shaving gear. I slept in my woolen underwear in

winter and BVD’s in summer. I wore woolen outdoor pants and shirt.

George had advised me to dress for an outdoor winter weekend. He

took me to the help’s quarters above the garage. I said hello to Ruth

and Fritz Olson from Grandview, and Viola Hempleman from Cable.

We visited and I left my paper bag in an empty room. All of these hired

hands were from non-flush homes. I heard no complaints about their

quarters.


Oscar Bauman, the chef, joined us and I became his guest.

George told me later that I was supposed to have been his guest. It is now pretty obvious that chefs outrank foremen. Oscar took me along a winding native granite walk through lovely mixed conifers and hardwoods. Mrs. Bauman and my student, Oscar Jr., met me at the door of their comfortable modern home and the differential treatment bestowed on the doctor, clergyman or pedagogue began. Oscar Jr., hair awry and blue eyes snapping, presented a child’s book and a piece of his home drawn art, rapport establishers. His voice boomed like a wound up six year old. I could sense a mix of great affection and apprehension in his parents, who spoke in whispers. How did the pedagogue perceive him? The laudatory report card was not enough. How well was he really achieving and behaving? Would he explode in front of his anxious parents and the pedagogue? They appeared to relax and turn into proud parents when I told them what a fine student

and good school citizen he was. It was true, but I knew it was hard for

them to accept. Several different people had told me that Oscar Jr. tyrannized his parents and they could not cope with him.


After tea and sweets beside a cheery fireplace, Oscar took me

on a tour of the lodge. The centerpiece of the lodge was an open, high

walled living room furnished with a long Elizabethan dining table,

grand piano and seating centers. The room was crowned by a domed

knotty pine ceiling. An enormous wagon wheel chandelier was suspended by logging chains and the walls were covered by crossed lances, shields

and coats of arms.


There was a massive granite fireplace with an opening that

welcomed four foot logs. Dad reported to us that Mr. Loeb expected to

spend short holidays in winter at the lodge and was concerned about

heat failures, so the place had dual heating with hot water and electric systems, each adequate to heat it.


A wide, rustic stairway led to a balcony which encircled one side

of the dining-living room. It was lined with book shelves, comfortable

reading centers, and memorabilia recounting Mr. Loeb’s public

service. I was attracted to letters from President Woodrow Wilson

thanking him for his leadership in putting over World War I bond

drives. One secluded end of the wide balcony contained a CEO-sized

desk for Mr. Loeb. The lake side of the main room was glassed and

curtained. French doors opened onto a wide screened porch with

comfortable rustic lounging furniture.


Mr. Loeb’s bedroom suite was entered from the main room. His

private section of the porch could be entered from his quarters. His

layout seemed quite ample for one man. There was a huge bedroom

with a king sized canopied bed that appeared lost in the center of the

spacious room. The largest private bathroom I had seen connected to

a hallway that led to his dressing room. A full size leather and

stainless steel barber chair was the center piece of his dressing room.

His valet, Charlie, a handsome young Englishman, held forth here. Off

the dressing room was a long narrow walk-in closet lined with suits,

jackets and topcoats. Hats and caps rested above and shoes lined the

floor. There was an attractive piece of pottery housing canes and

walking sticks.


The tour ended in the basement where I visited the wine cellar

and meat locker. Both were large and Oscar explained that they were

constructed to provide an optimum environment for their contents. In

answer to my query as to the source for all the wine, Oscar explained that a truck load of wine and spirits came twice a year from Chicago,

five hundred miles south. Al Capone probably arranged its safe

passage. He said I would be having a steak for dinner and we should select an appropriate wine. I asked him to make the choice. He upended a French red wine that was one of Mr. Loeb’s favorites.


The meat locker dwarfed the one in Tom Rondeau’s store. It

seemed well stocked for January and then I remembered the Loeb

party always came for the Hanukkah and Passover holidays. The hired

hands were left with some splendid eating. Oscar invited me to select

a steak. I begged off and bowed to his experience. He walked along

beef row and paused at a small slab that included the tenderloin. It

was lifted off the meat hook and plopped down on the meat block as

Oscar remarked, “This is Mr. Loeb’s favorite cut.” I asked about the

darkness of the meat and green scum on the outside. He explained

the aging process and reassured me that it was prime, just the way

Mr. Loeb liked it. I had heard the elite Flushers liked it rare and cured

well, but I had never tried it. I was at Oscar’s disposal and he was

inundating me with what Mr. Loeb would like, but what better authority

did I need?


Oscar selected the right knife from a varied collection and we

settled on a medium thick slice. It was a compromise between my

experience with thin and Mr. Loeb’s preference for thick. He deftly

separated my steak and returned the slab to its hook, then he trimmed

the outside of the steak where parasites had been feasting and carried

it upstairs in a special tray while I mothered the bottle of vintage wine.

We had reached Oscar’s kitchen.  With subdued but enormous pride he pointed out three cook stoves. The smallest was an oversize enamel home style, next a small and last, an enormous stainless steel restaurant model. Work spaces were ample and made of butcher block. Light was of operating room intensity, while ventilation made it difficult for kitchen odors to mingle and linger. He demonstrated a variety of automatic mixers, shakers and grinders. Oscar turned to my dinner. Would I like a drink? No thanks, I really did not drink. How would I like my steak? All meat was well done at our house. I asked for the choices. He mentioned variations of rare, medium and well done. I sought his recommendation. He said Mr.Loeb liked his quite rare, but he thought medium would be right for me. Oscar knew native tastes. He asked me if I liked onion with my steak. “Sure.” What were the choices? Fried or broiled with the steak, seared and poured over the steak, or juiced. Reaching for the unknown, I chose onion juice. He seemed pleased, peeled an onion, quartered it and so help me, ran it through a small electric juicer, catching the juice into a tiny dipping dish.


He sat alone with me at the huge dining table with the view and

sounds from the logs burning in the fireplace, while images of the

flames danced on a semicircular wall of glass on the lake side of the

room. The armor and weapons took one back to Merry Old England,

and here I was, like Robin Hood, living off the rich.


In answer to my query, Oscar told me to dip each piece of steak

into my onion juice. It was tasty, along with baked potato, French cut string beans in a sauce made with mushrooms and nuts. I topped it off

with a second serving of a rich French dessert smothered in hot

chocolate and a glass of milk, my after dinner drink of choice. Oscar

noted that I did not finish my wine, so I went through the motions of

sipping it. When I asked where and how my fellow servants were

dining, he said they had just finished eating in the employees dining

room. In fact, Ruth and Vi were cleaning up the kitchen.


Oscar released me to my peers for a Saturday night of fun. Mr.

Loeb’s Hanukkah guests were long departed. The crew had a slide and

skating rink open for their own use for the long winter. These were well

lighted and ready to use when the guests arrived. What a night for

grown kids! An ice slide descended down the steep promontory in

front of the lodge and around a banked curve out onto the ice. Speed

was adequate to bring on the belly button tingle. There was no lift, so

the steep climb up the bank on a clear subzero winter night warmed

and readied us for the next descent. There was a rhythm to this,

spiced with squeals from the girls who invited retaliation by pelting us

gently with loose snow.


After several hours of this we stopped at the lodge for a chef-

prepared bedtime snack, and I was then told that I would not be

sleeping in the men’s section of the garage. Oscar took over and led

me to Mr. Loeb’s bedroom suite. He told me with a finality that

brooked no protest that I was to sleep in Mr. Loeb’s canopied bed.

Oscar led me to the bathroom and drew my bath. He laid out J.M.L.

monogrammed pajamas and demonstrated that the bath towel

reached the floor when he held it above his head. Before he closed the bathroom door, I commented about all the wooden hand grips and

railings in the bathroom around the tub and toilet. He explained that

Mr. Loeb was afraid of falling, so he had these specially designed. It

was impossible to sit or rise from the tub or john without putting your

hands on firm grips. As I laid back in this big tub of just right sudsy

water, I realized that like the well born and self made, I had a personal

valet.


Oscar was waiting when I repaired to the bedroom. He had

lighted the fireplace, pulled back the curtains around the bed and

turned back the covers. I remarked about how high the mattress was

above the floor, and with the brashness of youth made a run and

landed on all fours in the middle of the bed. I had never seen a

trampoline, but my landing might have compared to its bounce!


In his gentle, restrained voice, as though addressing the Heir

Apparent, he told me to wait and he would show me how Mr. Loeb got

into bed. He went to a storage closet and rolled out a three-step stool,

with railings, of course, and invited me to climb down. Then he slid a

trundle bed out from under Mr. Loeb’s bed and explained that his

personal nurse always accompanied him from Chicago and slept in

his bedroom. She took his vital signs each morning and called his

physician in Chicago five hundred miles away. He was diabetic and

inclined to worry about his health.


Before wishing me sweet dreams, Oscar showed me the panel

readily reached from Mr. Loeb’s headboard. By pressing the correct

button he could alert and summon his nurse, valet, secretary, chef or

foreman at any time. He told me he or George would come if I needed them. It was reassuring.


On Sunday morning I found my paper bagged Gillette and

shaved in Mr. Loeb’s mirror, then I sat in his barber chair and admired

Dad’s tastes. This was the dream he cherished. This is why he gave

up his security for making it in logging, along with Mother’s love and

an indoor flush.


Oscar was in his kitchen where I found him. He inquired about

my night’s sleep and offered a cup of coffee which I declined. I

breakfasted with my friends at the help’s table off the kitchen. Oscar

prepared waffles, sausages and orange juice for us. He pushed a

variety of jellies, jams, syrups and honeys my way to be tried on the

waffles. I obliged.


George drove me back to McKay’s in a pickup and I gave them

a toned down report on the splendor of my weekend. I turned in,

looking forward to another good week with my students.

CHANGING DIRECTIONS


The depression and unemployment bothered me. Causes and

solutions were beyond me. I knew farmers were resisting fore-

closures, bankers were committing suicide, veterans were marching

on Washington, the unemployed were demonstrating, Oakies were

migrating to California, and teachers in Chicago were being paid with

vouchers. The New Deal had spawned CCC, surplus foods, WPA,

NYA and PWA. Dad listened on Sunday radio to Judge Rutherford,

Father Coughlin and Gerald K. Smith, who offered simple solutions.

One was that international Jewish bankers were responsible. They did

not make sense. I quit listening but my level of confusion stayed high.

 Elmer was upset with meddling from Washington, D.C. The

problem could not be fixed there. People were lazy, that was our

problem. He was a Henry Ford economist. I never argued, but did not

buy this. Men whose kids I grew up with and had always worked at

common labor were unemployed, but they were not lazy. Slovak and

Polish youth came home from Chicago and crowded into their parents’

small farms. They had been laid off but they were not lazy.

We looked up to early American settlers who crossed rivers and

mountains, buried loved ones along the Trail and finally settled on raw

land in the wilderness, but Qakies were doing the same thing now,

trying to survive by migrating, and they were being derided. All so very confusing.


Lyman and I talked about Dad. Lyman had tried to make a go of

logging with him. He did not consult or keep his word. He was a poor

manager. Lyman had been exploited. We felt sorry for Mom and her

second family. There was no longer hope for a flush, and Dad was

away logging and pretending to make it. The three younger siblings

never experienced Sunday picnics, shacking up at McCloud Lake as a

family, or the joy of seeing Mom and Dad happy together.


Dad sold his electric power facility. The telephone service was

incorporated by Hoof, Griggs, Loeb and others. They paid for a fifteen

mile copper line as far as Ghost Lake to improve long distance

conversations. This enabled them to summer at their lake estates and

converse with managers in Chicago and St. Paul. They hired Dad as

manager of the telephone company at four hundred dollars per month.

The high school principal in Cable was earning one hundred fifty

dollars for nine months. Mother was heart sick when he resigned because it kept him from logging where the real money was. Plumbing and electrical work was turned down for the same reason.


Money was no problem for me. I had no desire to own a car and tinker with its innards. A steady girlfriend, leading to marriage, almost frightened me. Mother’s sadness and frustration was a constant reminder not to take that step now.


A state legislative committee investigated a University of

Wisconsin philosophy professor, Max Otto, charged with teaching

Communism or something un-American. I did not understand this, but

it piqued my curiosity, so I had applied for admission to the University

of Wisconsin. Perhaps they could help me phrase my questions better

and I could start looking for answers even reduce my level of confusion.


I talked to Tom during the winter of 1936-37 about leaving Cable for the University. He offered me full time year round work at the store for twenty-five dollars per week and a fifteen percent discount on all purchases. He also said I could take over the store in fifteen years. I was flattered, but told him the call from the University was too strong.

TAKING THE HEAT OFF MOM


It was the first weekend in May, Dad had taken off for the

opening of trout season, and I was home from Namakagon. When I

entered the back porch Mom had her back to the wall and was

surrounded by two oversize bill collectors. They had been sent by the

owner of an appliance store in Hayward with an ultimatum; Either

collect $125 long overdue on our refrigerator or bring the refrigerator

back. Mother knew nothing about this debt. The collectors suspected

she was covering up for Dad. I had my $95 April check with me and offered it as partial payment. They were under orders to collect all due,

so I guaranteed the $30 balance on June 1 if Dad did not pay it. They

reluctantly accepted and left. Mother was shaken. It was our first

refrigerator, probably purchased with a $25 deposit years before.


When Dad got home with his limit of trout, it usually cleared the

air. He came to me like her contrite boy and said he would get a check

into them right away. About the end of May, she obviously reminded

him of the refrigerator bill. He came to me and said he was “a little

short”, and if I would take care of the $30 he would write me a check

for the $125 later. I had already paid off the $30 and said, “Sure Dad,”

knowing he would be a little short on July 1.


I felt that leaving home was copping out on Mom and my young

siblings, but I could never finance Dad’s lifestyle. Lyman told me Dad

was “a little short” most pay days. He was a hard and talented worker,

but had seen no future with Dad.

A LESSON IN RESPONSIBILITY


My last year of country school teaching was winding down.

We played Leonard School again. Wilmer, my only big

adolescent eighth grader, showed up, played a strong first base and

hit a home run. Zelda Johnson from the County Superintendent’s

Office dropped in and administered tests to my first graders, and

Dorothy and Wilmer, our two eighth graders. After school she told me

the first graders had done well.


She asked me if I thought Wilmer should graduate. I said no and

told her, when she asked, why, that he had no sense of responsibility.

He missed school about half the time. She said she thought Wilmer

and Dorothy should graduate. They received diplomas from the County Superintendent’s Office. We did not honor them in the district

with a commencement.


Later, Lyman told me Whiner made more money trapping

beaver out of season that year than I made teaching school. He also

said Whiner provided money, wood and venison to help care for

younger brothers and sisters. He was a steady worker in school, never

smoked around the premises, and hit those towering homers. After

serving in World War II, he spent a lifetime as a mechanic at Boeing.

And I wanted to fail him in the eighth grade because he lacked

responsibility!  Zelda saved Wilmer and me from my piety.


Dorothy committed suicide not long after graduation. It was said

that she was being used as a prostitute by her Dad in the service of

the World War I veterans CCC camp.

THE SCHOOL BOARD MAKES AN OFFER


Near the end of May, Elmer told me the board had decided to

renew my contract and give me a $5 per month annual raise as long

as I taught at the Namakagon School. I was flattered and told Elmer of

my plans to leave for University study. A few years after I left the

school was closed and youngsters were transported to Cable.


Thanking the McKays for two comfortable years in their home

came easy, but the lump in my throat hurt and was too big to swallow

when I said goodbye to my kids on the last day of school.

THE MACKS COME THROUGH


When I was accepted at the University of Wisconsin, I wrote to

Dwight Mack, who was Superintendent of Buildings and Grounds at

the State Capitol, and told him of my plan to enroll at the University in the fall. I asked him for help in finding part time work.


Dwight wrote back that the night switchboard operator, a

student, would be graduating in June and the position would be open

July first. He suggested I come in by bus the last week in June and

call them. He or Gert would pick me up and I could stay with them until

I got settled.


So I became a guest in their small apartment with their infant

son, Tom. I slept in the living room on a roll away bed. 

OUR STATE CAPITOL


The next morning Dwight and I rode the bus to the capitol. The

edifice sent thrills up my backbone, like voting and paying taxes the first

time. Our capitol was modeled after the National Capitol. I linked it with

Washington, Jefferson and Lincoln, my heroes. We stood in the rotunda

and I stared upward. I was to be a part of this!


Dwight took me to his office and I met his assistant, Ernie. They

were responsible, with a large crew, for the operation and maintenance

of the capitol buildings and grounds. Dwight rode the elevator with me to the switchboard room. It was round and a number of operators were

placing plugs in jacks, requesting “Number please” in response to red

lights. He introduced me to the Chief Operator, Mrs. Gorman, and left

me with her. She was a beautiful graying woman, always attractively

groomed and had a soft “at your service” voice.


I sat beside her and got checked out on the operation of the

switchboard. It was a refresher, really, only a larger busier replica of the

private branch exchange that I had operated in our home as a child. She

activated the panel next to her and I was head phoned and asking

“Number please.” We took time out for a look at the half bath and the roll away bed that I would sleep on, make up and roll behind its curtain by 7:00 AM when I would be relieved. She showed me the buzzer that

would awaken me for late night calls. I met the other operators and

answered questions about myself. It had been a relaxed orientation and

I felt at home.


Dwight arranged for me to take a Civil Service examination and I

filled out a paper, signed my name and was told I would go on the

payroll and report for work on July 1,1937 at $60.00 monthly.


Mack’s became a second home for me. On Sunday, we picnic

breakfasted at a small water reservoir. The secluded spot was ours for

the morning, shared only with their good friends the Ernsts and a few

song birds. The scrambled eggs and pork sausage cooked over an open

fireplace were eaten with gusto.


The housing office at the University of Wisconsin directed me to

co-op housing, well located just off State Street, which extended one

mile from the University to the Capitol. The housing consisted of four

rundown fraternity houses. The fraternities had relocated in new houses

on Lake Mendota, bordering the campus. A single kitchen and dining

room served the four buildings.


The price and location was right, so I moved in. I was never aware of student participation in the affairs of the place. There was much

grousing about the food. Dull, budget-balancing cold cuts, bleached flour bread, thin soup and tapioca pudding was the bottom meal. Cutting

remarks were made. The manager’s mouth seemed dry and his shy

freshman son blushed and chewed in silence, staring straight ahead.

The wife and mother avoided the dining room like a coach’s wife who

rarely sat in her reserved seat during a losing season.


The closet was all I used in my room as I slept at the switchboard

seven nights a week. My roommate was a philosophy major from

Milwaukee. He told me the place was noisy at night. The Depression

was on and it was filled with low income males, bright, driven with many majoring in business and engineering. Someday many of them would be substantial middle class employees of employers who were financing sons and daughters living in the luxury of the Greek Row fraternities and sororities.


On July 1, I punched in before 7:00 PM. The time clock gave me

mixed feelings. It was good to have the security of a job and be part of

an essential enterprise. The clock gave me a sort of Big Brother feeling

the first time. It did not take long for Mrs. Gorman to clear me for duty. I

did for 12 hours each night what five women were called upon to

do for 12 daytime hours. This was an inside joke with us.


At seven p.m. I relieved Mary, the junior operator. When she

accepted me she shared her gold mine with me. She knew the gossip

and cued me in to conversations to listen in on, typically between

married lawmakers or department heads and girlfriends. The typical call

to the spouse was, “Dearie, I’m held up so Ill grab a bite and get home

when I can,” while to the heart’s desire, it was “See you in five minutes.

Can hardly wait.” Mrs. Gorman had already warned about confidentiality.


The job was routine, but I found the capitol exciting. I got to know my fellow employees, charwomen, janitors, elevator operators, and police. We punched the same clock.

A WIN OVER MINNESOTA


The charwomen mopped the marble floors five nights weekly.

They took pride in their work. Janitors and outsiders learned to respect

them. They were a tight knit sorority. I had never had a grandmother;

they became mine without their consent. They were a handsome,

diverse group. In spring, they donned brightly patterned starched

dresses, their bunned hair sported ribbons, scarves, sundry combs and

sparkling rhinestones. Their footwear was revealing. The rigors of

childbearing, aging and eight hours a day on marble had taken its toll. Vanity was overcome by function. They wore heavy supportive work

shoes and Dr. Scholl’s health-type shoes. A number of janitors told me

with pride that the petite Italian American scrubber had put a son

through medical school with her mop.


Mary, a handsome, voluble Irish lassie, was their spokesperson.

She had smooth porcelain skin. I noted its softness when I kissed their

cheeks and bid them all goodbye in 1941. It was not a light hearted

farewell. Mary’s voice was strong and she spoke with a musical,

humorous brogue. The surface climate of this staunch feminine band

was warm. I sensed stories of want, heartache, and loneliness that

those weary bodies carried home at midnight.


Ike Kittleson supplied clean, hot soapy water to the women. He

was a former sheriff of Dane County, a silent, bent giant who wore thick

glasses and a big grin. His forehead had receded and always bore fresh

wounds or tapes. The capitol basement was low, overrun with sundry

ducts and pipes, and not well lighted. Poor Ike refilled the buckets in the

basement. With his impaired vision and extended frame, he was always

losing confrontations with overhead obstacles. He led with his head and

it showed.


There was a historic football rivalry between the Universities of

Minnesota and Wisconsin. The oversize Scandinavian farm boys and

ethnics from the Iron Range gave Minnesota the edge. Northwestern

Wisconsin, where I grew up, never forgave University of Wisconsin

recruiters who let University of Minnesota steal Pug Lund from Rice

Lake, Wisconsin, and Julie Alphonse from Cumberland, Wisconsin. Both became All American running backs while beating the University of Wisconsin.

 
This rivalry spilled over into the University of Minnesota fans’

attempts to take over Madison on the weekend of the big game. The

capitol was alerted for a siege, and when the word spread that they were

heading down State Street, the guards rushed to lock all Capitol

entrances. One year while I was there some of the U of M frat boys

outran the guards and entered our sacred halls. Two of them were

heading out with a fifty-plus pound brass cuspidor with our sacred “W”

affixed to it. The Golden Gopher boys were taking off with their trophy,

but they chose for their exit the corridor that was being mopped. The

loyal moppers were offended by the “foreign invasion” desecrating their

clean floor and attempting to flee with a prize Badger cuspidor. One of

our instant heroines wrapped her hot, wet, soapy mop around a smooth

shaven young Minnesota face. You could say she slapped his face with

it.  In the melee that followed, one of the lads stepped into a bucket of

hot scrub water. It took the press out of that leg and the boys sneaked

out bearing no souvenirs. In the eyes of the maintenance crew, Dwight

Mack’s moppers won a great victory that night. Don’t forget, Sheriff

Kittleson delivered the ammunition. We did not prevail on the gridiron

the next day.

A SUMMER TO SAVOR MADISON


That summer, Madison took me in. There were plenty of people

contacts at the capitol, Co-op, and Mack’s. The University was mine to

explore. The Rathskeller in the Student Union was then open to males

only. Three point two beer was available to eighteen year olds,

national first. I had time to discover and explore the University Library where I read newspapers and magazines unknown to me. There were great stacks of books and a system for locating them. I had no student card but felt free to explore and was unchallenged.


The Orpheum and Capitol Theaters faced each other on State

Street. Double features were thirty-five cents. All the name dance bands

and vocalists of the thirties stopped over in Madison enroute to the Twin

Cities from Chicago. I never missed. It was beastly hot in Madison in

July and August; air conditioning was just coming in and the theaters

had it. The capitol did not. On scorchers I would park in the theater, sit

through the works and have a good sleep. I always awakened refreshed

in time for a ten cent milk shake so thick it had to be spooned down, and

make my 7:00 PM punch in.

JOCK HANG OUT AND HASH HOUSE


Tobey and Moon’s Restaurant on State Street was near the

University. Tobey Tobias and Moon Molinaro were varsity lineman for

Doc Spears in the late twenties. I started dropping in for a ten cent

chocolate Sunday between meals when it was quiet. The two full time

waiters were busy filling salt and pepper shakers and napkin holders. I

had a chance to get acquainted with them. Mike had been the University

of Wisconsin catcher for three years and All Big Ten. The scuttlebutt

was that he was big league material behind the plate and with the stick,

but was too slow afield. We started talking baseball. Shortly, I was in a

Mother Miller Chick uniform on Sundays, heading for an out of town

ballgame. Our first game was at Cross Plains, but I did not get in. It was

a close, well played game. Mike drove in the winning runs with a triple. It would have been a homer for an average runner.


Mike was an authentic low key, laid back macho character. He

made out the lineup and seemed to be in charge. I never heard him raise his voice, instruct a young player or question a call. We had no

home diamond and never practiced or played in Madison. Mike got a

team together each Sunday. His position was the only one that did not

change faces. He caught without a chest protector, and a low grunt was

his only response to a foul tip that got through to his ribs or gut. He

chewed Beechnut and sometimes forgot to take off his mask before

spitting. The residue seemed to create no problem.


We played from Beloit on the Illinois border, north to Portage.

Player turnover was the only constant. I never knew all nine names.

Some were U. of W. varsity, back for summer school, some from

surrounding small towns, and a nucleus of grads from Madison East

High School. It was a relaxed low key bunch who enjoyed the game.

I struggled at the plate and never regained my fifteen and sixteen

year old form and confidence with the bat. Mike would mutter to me if I

was not starting about a little pressure to start someone else. I

understood. He did not have a better glove and knew it, but hitting is the

game.


Dwight took me to see the Old Madison Blues play a night game in their beautiful park. They were independent, probably near AAA caliber. I got to see Satchel Page at his prime, toy with the Blues. I have never seen a smoother pitching machine. He managed to keep the score

close. His 5 x 5 catcher lofted one out of the park for a side show. He

had an easy night relaxing on his knees or haunches while Satchel

whipped them in around the low strike zone. No need to worry about wild pitches or hit batters.


When September rolled around, I was ready for classes. I was

enjoying a variety of foods at the Co-op, Mack’s and Tobey & Moon’s where they leaned hard on the ice cream scoop for me. I had good rapport with the operators and Capitol Police, who posted me on grapevine bulletins. Warm personal letters were exchanged with struggling Mom, who had buried her dreams.


The University of Wisconsin catalog replaced the Sears Roebuck

catalog as my guide. I had selected my major and program for

semesters ahead. My major would be American Institutions and I would

seek solid courses and avoid soft electives. I had coasted through high

school and was now prepared to take on Academe. My penance would

begin with Latin and Algebra in my first semester. They were basic and I was weak on fundamentals and discipline.

WAR MONGERING


Even though I was twenty-one, I was a freshman, required to take a year of band, physical education or ROTC. I signed up for PE and

purchased a padlock for my locker and was issued a towel. Then it

happened. During registration week a pale, no makeup, drably clad

non-sorority type co-ed was passing out leaflets on the steps of Bascom

Hall, the ‘where-it-all-began” building of the U. of W. The pass out was

double edged. It admonished us not to join the ROTC which was a root

cause of war, and to work for peace by singing a pledge never to take

up arms. All my life I had avoided fighting, so I signed the pledge to stay on course.


The alleged purpose of ROTC was news to me, so I dropped PE

and added ROTC to my program. I would find out if this was a war

mongering enterprise, and if so, how they went about teaching young

men to pursue war vis a vis peace. I had come to Madison on a mission of inquiry. Was this not what higher education was all about? I picked up a seventy-five cent refund when I turned in my padlock. Away with my confusion.


We paid no tuition, few fees, and looked for the cheapest used

books. My budget was tight. The price of a new book really hurt.

My reach exceeded my grasp when I signed up for Latin. The

professor and his small class left me early and I switched to French.

Professor Harris tried. He even called me in for a personal conference

and told me my test scores indicated I should do well in French.

Vocabulary and grammar came hard for me and I did not spend the

extra time needed. I never learned to hear and speak a foreign

language. I earned a D that term in that beautiful tongue.


Mr. Kiokemeister found me in his algebra class. He was a PhD

candidate. In December he sent a few of us to the board while others

worked at their seats. We were working on logarithms; I was struggling

when he surprised me with a question. “What are you doing, Fisk,

decorating a Christmas tree?” I flushed as my classmates laughed.

When I stood back and looked at my chalk board design and compared

it to the others, mine was unique. It did, indeed, resemble a pop corn or

paper chain strung around the Christmas tree. A wave of “Home for

Christmas” nostalgia hit me as I slunk to my seat.


At the end of the semester, petty cash came from selling one’s

text books. But what if I flunked Algebra and needed to repeat the

course? My Co-op mates knew the answer: Just call the instructor at

home. I did. “Just a moment, Fisk, while I get my grade book. Hello Fisk, I gave you a D.” My thank you was never more sincere. This was one of my most valuable courses. It taught me to never again sign up for

anything to “improve the mind.” I turned the Algebra book in for seventy-five cents and had paid ninety-five cents for it. I do not believe I

took twenty cents worth of math out of it, but I did not complain.

SWEET REVENGE


The Co-op fielded two intramural touch football teams. Our

heavyweights were big and experienced. The line and fullback went over

200 pounds each. Some were varsity material, some like the quarterback, were preoccupied engineering and accounting students out for a little recreation. I was on the lightweight team. We won over half our games. The heavies were undefeated and went on to beat the frat winners for the U. of W. championship. This was some vindication for our living in dilapidated ex-frat houses in a rundown neighborhood.


I was inexperienced, played end, learned and had fun without

achieving stardom. It was rough; touch meant shove, and blocking put

more legs and shoulders in the infirmary than varsity football. We had a

couple of heroes on crutches. Our quarterbacks were smart, agile high

school stars. The name of our game was to protect the passer and

spring him for enough runs to keep the passing defense off balance. If

our quarterback was touched, it was a mortal sin against the defense

men.


Attractive sorority cheerleaders in scanties led the cheers for the

frat boys in the big playoff game. We had a few girls in home spuns,

cheering our boys on.


Christmas of 1937 was my first away from home and I was well

cared for as a welcome guest at Mack’s. Mom got a pair of socks and

some fudge in the mail for me. Most of the Co-opers were home for the

holidays so the kitchen was closed and I enjoyed the switch to Tobey

and Moon’s. Some of the maintenance men who dropped in for night visits at the switchboard shared Christmas cookies and fruit cake from

their lunch buckets with me.

A NEW LOW IN FRENCH


The second semester I was a seasoned veteran and earned all

A’s but one, an E in French. A check of my catalog indicated this stood

for incomplete, and I could erase it by repeating and passing the course

or succeeding on a special examination. I went that route and since they

did not test my speaking or hearing, I passed! From there on my French

was a reading course, and I revelled in reading Les Miserables to

myself.


My program required sixteen units of a foreign language. After

completing twelve units, two thirds of which was D, I challenged the

requirement and won by passing a special examination, so I was

learning how to succeed in college and to be a little suspicious of

standards.

EARNING MY SWEATER IN BASEBALL


In the spring of 1938 I went out for frosh baseball. Dynamite

Mansfield was the coach. He played first base for the Madison Blues. He

had been a varsity tackle and first baseman for the University of Wisconsin. Tobey told me Dynie knocked him out for the heavyweight

crown in intramurals. He was low key. When he called roll, he stopped at names that had not done well during first semester. The man tried hard to get the study message across. His personal testimony was timely.

After college, he sat on the New York Giant’s bench as young Bill Terry’s backup at first base. He saw no future in that. Because his grades were good, he was able to return to the University and earn a Masters in

Physical Education and that opened the door to coaching and teaching. 


He told us a story about the Giant’s manager, John McGraw. In an intrasquad game an outfielder threw wildly and to the wrong base. At the end of the inning, Mr. McGraw sat his squad in a circle around him. He held up a baseball and said, “This is a baseball. If you’re playing outfield you should know what to do with it if it’s hit to you. If you don’t, just stick it in your back pocket, like this. Don’t throw it away.” Thanks to Dynie’s mistake I was batting cleanup in our last intrasquad game and struck out with men on base. We lost. It was Dynie’s fault. He should never have batted me fourth. The night I watched him bat fourth against Satchel he went down swinging three times. The stakes were not as high; there was never anyone on base.

THE QUEST FOR WAR MONGERERS


The ROTC was quartered in the stately old red brick civil war era Armory. The staff consisted of a portly sergeant, a trim major, and a

lieutenant colonel. All were World War I veterans. The sergeant taught

us drill, handling and stripping 30 caliber rifles, bore sighting and firing

.22 rifles mounted on 30 caliber frames. He constantly referred to the

major’s gutsiness in the war, but never elaborated.


The major was small, erect and swaggered. He was gray haired

and ruddy faced. His chest was extended rooster-like and bedecked with

ribbons. He was immaculate in dress khaki, while the sergeant wore

baggy woolens.


We saw little of the colonel. He probably worked with the upper

division students who were commissioned when they graduated. They

received a stipend during their junior and senior years. This was

important during those depression years. Near the end of my

sophomore year I was invited to join the advanced ROTC program. They indicated that I was officer material. I begged off because of long

work hours and study. My mission was complete and I was satisfied that

if there was a war mongering agenda in the first two years of ROTC, it

went over my head.

HITCHING HOME


After July 1,1938, I was eligible for a vacation. Scheduling public transportation 350 miles north from Madison to Cable was a problem. It seemed easier for me and cheaper to hitchhike. Hitching ceased with darkness, so I spent the night in a cheap hotel along the railroad tracks in Spooner. I learned not to thumb down locals in old cars or pickups; they were not going far. One salesman heading for Minneapolis looked me over, slammed on his brakes, jumped out and frisked me before I could raise a hand, and said “Hop in.” I did, and we talked about it. Most of my lifts were good talkers and time went fast. I turned down a ride with a carload of half drunk guys. One became very angry when I told them why. Another said I was right: “Were unsafe to ride with.”


It was fun to get home and visit with Mom and do chores for her. I got in some fishing trips with Earl Brakken and stopped at Tom’s Store. Lyman and I picked up our special relationship and talked seriously. I looked forward to my hitchhike back to Madison.

FINDING JOY IN STUDY


My classes were becoming more interesting. For the first time, I

was learning how to study and finding it as satisfying as baseball had

been earlier. Late at night the switchboard operators seat was ideal for

reading and study. Seeking understanding began to supplant grades as

my objective.

 The sophomore Zoology course opened up a new world to me.

Those complex and wondrous systems that constitute the mammal

body, including my very own. It was also an introduction to the ways of

science.


German-born Professor Wagner lectured to us. He had written the text and did not possess the PhD.  He told us it was because they never had been able to find three PhDs who knew enough to examine him. He also told us he had delivered his four children. Professor Wagner’s reverence for his field was inspiring.


Lab was a frustration for me. Each of us had a frog to dissect,

studying its systems and diagramming them in our lab book. I was heavy

handed and my frog’s body resembled a mashed potato as we moved

through the course. It could have been served as pate. Blood vessels

and nerves were too fragile for me to find and dissect. We were also

supposed to see varied cells under the microscope. I never did.


The PhD candidate instructors were patient and tried to help me.

They failed. Classmates came to my rescue. They showed me

illustrations in our text book that depicted our lab exercises and I copied

these. It is hard to reconcile an A with my performance in the lab. One

can verbalize the life processes of a frog without seeing or touching him! 

TRAVELING FIRST CLASS


There was an eye catching blonde who sat about two rows in front of me in the big Zoo lecture. Her seat took on the appearance of a throne. She had so much poise and seemed above the mechanics of finding her place and getting ready to take notes. It seemed like pretty plebeian stuff for this beautifully dressed and groomed sorority co-ed. The student to my right was a frat man who went into a small seizure when she arrived. She was a sort of pep pill for him. The expression “stand out” took on new meaning when she joined us. Whether she stood out as a student was of no consequence.


I was much taken with the commons dining room and dreamed

of eating there. That striking blonde would enhance the dream. Our eyes began to meet. I greeted her on campus several times and we exchanged smiles. Yes, she was free for a Sunday lunch with me at the Union Commons. I met her at the sorority house, a formidable edifice overlooking seven mile wide Lake Mendota. We walked and talked to the Union and were ushered to our reserved table. The reservation and ushering were firsts for me, as was an intimate table for two, richly set with linen and silver. We were attended by a fellow student in tails and a stringed trio provided appropriate background music. These were all fringe benefits I never dreamed existed except in movies, when I was yearning for a University experience. This was an opportunity for poor kids to do more than wait on the well born. It could light the fire of ambition or sow the seeds of discontent in the proletariat.


The well served French meal was tasty and Lake Mendota danced through tall veiled windows, but I gave most of my attention to my date, Lois. We conversed easily about small matters. I never brought up the lowly frog, we all dissected in our zoo lab that in a sense  had introduced us. In leaving, I left my first tip, a fifty cent piece that was well over ten percent of the bill.

SPECIAL PROFS


Sophomore U. S. History was a joy with Professor Hesseltine,

who wrote the text. He was a short, portly, bald, red faced, youngish

man who paced the stage in old Bascom Hall theater and fell off. He

missed several lectures and so did the students. The scholar was from

Virginia and spoke in a deep voice with a southern accent that he

thickened to fit the content of his lectures. He told us his specialty

was the Reconstruction Era after the Civil War, and he had acquired a

northern viewpoint on it. Two myths needed to be dispelled regarding

this period. The first was the myth of the beautiful Southern women.

He said he married one and they were ordinary. Secondly was the

myth that Northern carpet baggers invaded the South when it was

down and cleaned out what was left of its assets. The truth he allowed

was carpet baggers were poor young Yankee boys who put all their

worldly belongings in a carpet bag and headed South, seeking their

fortunes at the same time the ingenious plantation owners were trying

to recover theirs.


It was hot and dusty on rural lanes. There was no public

transportation. The young Yankees would be trudging along these

lanes, lonely for their mothers and worried about a night lodging. The

shrewd plantation owner had his oldest daughter put on her gown, pretty up and sit rocking in the shade of their veranda. Naturally, the

hot dry young man stopped, his thirst was quenched and he got taken

in for more than the night. The good professor said most of them

settled down and helped rebuild the South. It seemed to me he found

joy in debunking and creating new myths. We could use some viable

new ones now. Imagine getting credit and an A for the pleasure of

attending such lectures!


Dr. Vivas in Logic was another of my favorites. He grew up in

South America with a wealthy businessman father who landed in an

underground prison for opposing a government and lost his health

before a revolution freed him. Mr. Vivas flunked out of engineering at

the University of Mexico, and earned an American PhD in philosophy.


Before the final, I urged my classmates to come in with an apple.

Dr. Vivas’s exams were rugged and I knew they would join me in trying

to soften him up. They came with an outpouring of highly polished

gourmet apples and a coconut! I sneaked my wizened local specimen

into the stack that overflowed the desk. When he burst in late, as

usual, he had his laugh, exchanged a knowing look with me, passed

out the final and told us to knock off any two of the questions. His test

was an imaginative exercise! That fall we had a State gubernatorial

election. He had excerpts from the campaign speeches and we were

asked to apply the rules of logic to them. He filled his brief case,

retreated to his office, and filled it a second time. I never saw the man

again, but cherish my memory of him!

DWIGHT GIVES ME A BREAK


Dwight Mack decided there should be two night switchboard operators. I would be on the switchboard for seven nights and the alternate week do janitor work from 7:00 to 11:00 PM week nights. This freed me two weekends monthly. I started taking in the old films on Saturday nights at the Union Rathskeller. We hissed the hero or villain as we pleased and drank 3.2 beer. It was stag. Women would have added a dimension for me.


This schedule also freed me to sleep in my co-op room on alternate weeks. I had long visits with my roommate, Herb Myers. He was from Milwaukee, steeped in the arts, urban, Jewish raised and an intellectual. He was intrigued with my interest in athletics, the outdoors, and small town roots. We found common interests and talked freely and long. He was reading Plato’s Republic for a course and shared it with me, but the co-op was too noisy and the grousing over food upset me. It was an anarchy, so I found a small bedroom on University Avenue, convenient to the University and Capitol. A young couple was renting out the second bedroom in their apartment. He was a PhD candidate in Psychology. The rental would bring them $15 monthly. My routine was simple and suited me. A $5 meal ticket at Tobey and Moon’s gave me $5.50 to spend weekly for food. There was a variety on the menu. It was not unusual for a janitor to swing by the switchboard for a short visit enroute to punch out, and leave a piece of cake or sandwich from his lunch bucket.


The alternate week of janitor work opened up a new relationship

with the maintenance crew and insights into the capitol for me. Sometimes I assisted a janitor with his beat. This took me into every corner and department in the capitol. The state officers had spacious, rich carpeted suites with dominating furniture. I was surprised at the number of old timers whose names were familiar to me that left an empty whiskey bottle beside their massive desk almost daily. Time went fast. The janitor filled me in on his territory, family, Dwight Mack and his peers.

MY FOURSOME


It was my good fortune to be taken in by a trio of students who

had found each other and become close friends. Max Landau was

clearly the leader. He was a product of the Milwaukee ghetto. Gerth

Hendrickson had grown up on a small farm outside of Madison. Ron

Faust lived with his parents in Madison. We met on Saturday nights at

Bert’s Tavern, near my room. There was no money in the group, but it

did not interfere with our lifestyle. Over draft beer at a nickel a glass

and free popcorn, we broke up when Bert closed at midnight. It cost us

fifteen or twenty cents each for beer and the popcorn bowl was never

empty, courtesy of Bert. We always got by without supper.


No subject was taboo. We covered the University faculty and

courses of consequence were shared. Ron had dabbled in all

disciplines, excelled in studies, but was unmajored and did not seem

troubled by it. Gerth and Ron were the quiet ones, but sounded off at

their pleasure. My backwoods upbringing, ROTC experience, and

country school teaching called for elaboration.


Max had been in search of a major for some time. His young

wife, Florence, from Milwaukee, had a part time National Youth

Authority job, thanks to FDR. Max worked uptown part time as a shoe

salesman. She never seemed to interfere with Max’s schedule. Their rent was $45 monthly. Several times Max borrowed $2 from me the

day before the $22.50 bimonthly rent was due. He played poker to

earn it. Usually he repaid me the next day. Once he told me he played

until daylight to make it. He was apologetic when he failed to come up

with the rent one night. I was concerned and asked him if they would

be evicted. “Oh no, the landlord is giving us another day.” He made it.


We got into the Depression. FDR was well received.

Communism was dealt with. I was ignorant but interested. Max

strongly recommended Seleg Pearlman’s course, Capitalism,
Socialism and Communism. He was a former Bolshevik who broke

with the party and sneaked out. I enrolled. This man had a heavy

accent and stuttered. He used no notes, fixated on the left rear corner

of the room, never acknowledged a hand waving, and did not read our

blue books. He used Marx’s theory to shoot down the Russian version

of it, and then pointed out that American labor was not revolutionary,

but interested in job security. I never saw more rapt upper division and

graduate students. He would never qualify for a teaching credential,

but taught a Master course!


Gerth spent his life in Geology. I was a weekend guest at his

farm home. It was a quiet visit with decent people.


Ron spent his life in Forestry. He was a passive Catholic. I met

his folks, who lived in a poor but kept up section of Madison. Ron and

his sister were perennial solid University of Wisconsin students. They

had sampled all disciplines. His sister had found Greek and was

buzzing through the Classics in the original language.


Max tended to schedule our get-togethers. Where and when, and the program were always in flux. One long night at Bert’s, Max

opened the conversation. He was under Professor Max Otto’s spell

and was taking a Philosophy class from him. In fact, I was Max’s guest

at a couple of lectures. Otto reminded me of an intellectual, low key

clergyman who was trying to free his flock rather than shout them into

his corral.


Otto had set up some premises. There was a difference

between Religion and the Religious. Many not active in a religion had

religious experiences. These could be triggered through the arts or

nature. Max wanted to be party to Otto’s “religious experience.” He

confessed he had never been exposed to either nature or the arts. We

all ruled out our shallow contacts with the arts. Max turned to me and

tried to explain what Otto was exploring. Sometimes one can become

so immersed in a sunset or view from a mountain or when surrounded

by a forest that time ceases, awareness of ones identity vanishes, and

one merges with the phenomenon into a unity. Max asked me if I had

had such an experience and could describe it. I told of being in a

shack at McCloud Lake with Mom and Dad, Lyman and Charlotte. I

wakened early and sneaked out to the shoreline. It was cool, quiet and

still. A pair of loons began to call. I was seven years old, startled and

frightened and became goose pimpled. Just as I prepared to retreat,

the sound took over. Like a feather, I floated with it. It was beckoning

me to the other side of the lake, up in the air, all over, and then back in

time. I never saw the loons, did not look for them, transfixed by the

sounds. I lost my fear and was at peace. Finally, I awakened or came

out of it and returned to the shack. I did not share this with my family, not even my big brother. I had really never tried to reduce it to words

before.


Another came to mind. When I was in high school I was deer

hunting with Dad and Charlie Radloff. We were following each other

but at intervals along a white birch ridge. The birches and snow

enhanced the light of a bright day. Dad stopped at a narrow open

swamp to our right. He suggested I cross it and enter a heavy hemlock

grove or forest and walk through it. They would continue down the

trail, spread out, and I might drive deer onto them. When I entered the

hemlocks, I had to stop. The contrast between the open woods and

hemlocks blinded me like going into a tunnel from sunlight. I forgot my

mission and stood transfixed by the scene. There was a dusting of

snow on the ground. White tailed deer of all sizes including antlered

bucks, were moving about, oblivious of me. They were delicate and

reserved, but not banded together ready to take flight. I inhaled this

scene. The sturdy, heavy barked hemlocks were rooted to the earth

for the long haul, daring sunlight to penetrate the heavy limbs, boughs

and layered network of needles they supported. No underbrush had

dared to put down roots so one could see the undulations of the land

flowing together like great ocean waves. I stood, entranced, unaware

of my uniqueness or apartness. Time was gone from my consciousness.


The silence was violated by three high powered rifle shots. I

blinked, shook my head, breathed deeply, and returned to my role as

a hunter with a mission. The frantic deer had scattered. One came

toward me from the direction of the shots. His back legs had been shattered at the knees. He stopped to rest, looking back toward the

source of his wounds. Then he dragged himself forward, out of Eden,

and into the brush.


A hunter hailed me and asked if I had seen an injured buck. I

pointed to its direction and assured him it had not gone far. Then I

turned to rejoin my party. When I reached them, Dad asked about the

shooting and what took me so long. I reported on the crippled buck,

but did not share being in a world where man could be one with nature

and time was suspended. This seemed to be the Universal or God

concept that Otto was reaching for.

THE FUTURE WAS LOOKING UP FOR MAX AND FLORENCE


Max and Florence were celebrating their future. After a long

struggle he was graduating in June. They had sacrificed to finish. I

was self conscious with them on cold winter days, their overcoats

seemed so inadequate. Max decided late on a major. He came under

the influence of Professor Hill, a young Rural Sociologist. Max, an

urban dweller, ended up graduating with a major in Rural Sociology.

He took a job beginning July 1,1940, in a Farmers Cooperative

headquartered in a small community in rural Southern Wisconsin. We

laughed about it, but Max was deadly serious. He wanted to do

something he believed in. Max had a thin veneer of cynicism covering

a thick core of idealism. He told us his family was upset because an

uncle who was a top executive in a drug store chain headquartered in

Chicago had offered Max a job leading to manager of a drug store,

and he turned it down. Max would start at $100 per month. He said he

and Florence had been living on less in Madison.

 
We celebrated his good news in Linenkugel’s Brewery Cellar,

just off the Capitol Square. What a spot for hungry guys to get a full

belly free in a cool cellar on a scorching humid day in Madison.

Florence joined us at the biggest table of free German breads,

cheeses, cold cuts and pickles I have seen. We paid five cents for

great mugs of beer. Max told us his rich uncle was giving him $200 as

a graduation gift. He was the first in his family to earn a degree. He

would hitchhike to California and return by July 1 to start his Co-op

job. Florence would wait for him at her Milwaukee home. They both

were thrilled that this dream was to be fulfilled. We drank to it.


Max told me he looked forward to seeking through nature the

kind of religious experience that Professor Otto had described. On his

trip, Max sent me a card from the Painted Desert. As I recall, his

message was ‘Bob, we were fools. There is a God. I found him today

in the Painted Desert.”


The next day Florence’s family got in touch with us. Max was

hitchhiking in California. He was sitting beside the driver when the car

was hit head on at high speed. Max was killed instantly. Would we

please be pallbearers at his funeral? It was a difficult time for us. We

arrived the day before the service and were provided with hats so we

could enter the home and synagogue. We sat up with Orthodox young

men all night., There was difference of opinion about our role as

pallbearers, some saying that as non-Jews we could not carry the

casket. Others said we could if we wore gloves. We were shifted to

honorary status. In Max’s honor, we had to file by the open casket at

the service. The undertaker had sculpted a wax head. At the graveside two young men held Florence upright while the earth resounded as it was shoveled over Max’s casket. It sounded like dirt hitting his chest. My tears ceased when I realized Max had never returned to Milwaukee. He was in the Painted Desert with his God.

HOME TO CABLE WITH RON


During the summer of 1940 I hitchhiked home with Ron Faust.

We camped out at Cranberry Lodge on McCloud Lake and he savored

his first taste of the back woods. Earl Brakken took us Muskie fishing

at Ghost Lake. We wore rain gear on a cold, gray day. Earl and I wanted Ron to experience a Muskie, but could not raise one. We stopped to lunch on my land.


Late in the day Ron was on the oars. We had regaled him all day on the mythology of the Muskie, to the point where he was saturated and disbelieving. The lake was as smooth as glass and being pelted with rain. Earl and I were casting and Ron was resting with oars out of the water. I was reeling in and saw a tiger closing on my bucktail lure. “Ron, look!” He turned his head toward my pole tip. Rain was dripping off his hat. A lighted cigarette hung from his mouth. The Muskie disappeared. I continued to reel in and was lifting the bait from the water when he struck. He surfaced and turned sharply left and down to avoid the boat. His tail broke water and sent a geyser up and over Ron, putting out his cigarette as it fell into the boat. “Jesus,” exclaimed Ron. Earl and I felt vindicated. We had no Muskie to bring home but Ron had a story for life.

SUBSTITUTE NIGHT CHEF


On my way home from my janitorial duties I found a new chef at Tobey and Moon’s. He came from the kitchen to serve my near- midnight snack. He was Carl Anderson, tall, blond and blushy. He was chef, waiter and cashier. The place was deserted and we found common ground for talking. My Northern Wisconsin back woods background made the difference. My tale of bagging thirteen ducks with one shot brought us together.


Carl was filling in for his brother who was a regular night chef,

also a student. They came from a work ethic family. Carl was a

business major earning his way through U. of W. by laying linoleum at

night. His boss told me the carriage trade in Madison asked for him to

do their kitchens. I spent a Thanksgiving weekend with his family in

Batavia, Illinois. He had a car and we started using it. He was one of

five sons of a mom who got the father’s weekly carpenter paycheck

and seemed quite content to stay home, busy at mothering and

homemaking, Carl told me. The father worked around his shop and in

the yard on weekends. They had an old house in a well kept section of

town. Carl was amazed at the contrast between our parents’

relationships when he visited our place in Cable.


It was simple to move Carl in as my roommate and an

improvement for all concerned. The landlord agreed, raised the rent to

$20 monthly and put in double deck singles. That cut my rent by $5

and Carl could manage $10 monthly. Money was short and we all

gained $5, a week’s food ticket for me.


Carl bought a kit and we put a kayak-like light boat together. We

fished and duck hunted on the chain of five lakes around Madison. It

was not productive. I was spoiled. We got to Cable for a summer fishing trip and hunted deer over a long Thanksgiving weekend. They were not record breaking trips, but we had good outings and Mom fed us well.

SAME OLD DAD


Before Christmas in 1940 I received a rare letter from Dad. He

said his dad was not well, would not be around long and it would be

nice if I could see him one last time. He suggested he come to

Madison and pick me up, drive to his father’s farm near St. Croix Falls,

and then on to Cable for the holidays. I knew he had little use for his

dad and step-mother. This was a ploy, but I was unable to read his

hidden agenda. I did not fancy the trip, but felt obligated. Besides, the

ride would beat hitchhiking in December.


When the car doors slammed shut, the plan unfolded quickly.

He was wound up and talked about four hours without pause. I said

little and was sickened by his discourse. It was a four part soliloquy.

He had just had his fortune read by Mrs. LaPointe.  Things looked good

and he was about to “clean up.” I knew better. Lyman had left him and

was doing well on his own. Mr. Beach, executor of the Drummond

Estate, had cut him off and he would get no more timber to log. He

droned on. Mable, who now lived and cooked at his last logging camp

where I had hunted with county school superintendent Brace, was a

wonderful woman. She had finally divorced her husband who drank

and beat her, common knowledge around Cable.


Jessie, my mother, was the only obstacle in his road to financial

success. She was a middle aged woman with three young children

living in a cold, flushless house, her dreams shattered as she struggled for adequate fuel, carrying water from neighbors’ wells and

trying to feed her family with irregularly doled out money from

my father. Shoveling three to four feet of snow in twenty to forty below

zero weather and winds that filled paths overnight with drifting snow,

became too much. Dad had touched a sore spot with me and I felt sick

deep down in my gut.


I said nothing as he continued. The solution to all his problems

was simple: divorce Mom and marry a true helpmate, Mable. The

agenda was laid bare. He seemed satisfied that he had carried the

day.



Dad obviously tried to engage his father and me in

conversation but we found nothing to talk about. I was glad to be heading for Cable the next morning. Dad talked about hunting, fishing and trapping and switched to baseball when it did not take. He was still

high from the fortune teller’s fix, while I sat with a lump in my gut.

Putting the finger on Mom as the source of his problem was more than

I could bear. When we got home I found relief in the old chores -

wood, water, ashes, starting fires, snow shoveling and dropping in at

Tom’s Store. Dad took off for his logging camp.


I was the only one of Mom’s three oldest at home and had the

fun of walking to the old swamp with my three young siblings to select

and fetch our Christmas tree. It was a warm memory for me as they

decorated it, using Mom’s decorations that went back to her first

Christmas morning. She had always sneaked them out late at night

when “not a creature was stirring.”


Mom had been productive in the kitchen and we had her roast turkey with trimmings, and pie and fruit cake. Her heart was not in it,

but duty to her kids kept her going. I was aware of her feelings of

failure and betrayal without talking it over.


At home I composed my letter to Dad. I assured him that

changing women and consulting the tea leaves would not solve his

problems and make him rich. Presumptuous, yes, and just as useless.

I never heard from him. What could he say to an ungrateful kid?


Mother was given $65 in child support as part of the divorce

settlement. She also got the house. Thanks to Mr. Beach,

Drummond’s executor, the $2,500 mortgage was torn up. George

Williams, Bayfield County Board Member from Cable, told Lyman

there was over $500 in back taxes on the place and a local party

wanted to buy it for that. George had held out in hopes Lyman and I

could take care of it and keep a home for Jessie and the kids. Lyman borrowed the money and I was helping out in the repayment, but was not as flush as I had been as a rural teacher.


Several times Mom wrote me that Dad did not pay the $65 that was  due monthly. I would sell my blood for $25 and send the money to her. Lyman was married, had just built a small house and his wife, Erma, was home with their first child. He kept Mother supplied with wood and venison during these rough times.

CAREER PLANS


My ultimate career was going to be law, but I would get a degree

and secondary teaching credential enroute. The Depression dictated

having this for job insurance.


Law School Dean, Lloyd Garrison, of the famous Eastern family who were leaders in the Emancipation of the staves’ struggle, offered

a new course, “Law and Society’ in the School of Arts and Science. I

took it, putting him on my Great Teacher List, but decided law was not

for me. I found cases dull reading.

A number of Education professors impressed me. The notion of

free compulsory attendance through secondary school appealed. It

would enhance opportunity for poor kids and an informed electorate would strengthen Democracy. I was idealistic and this was attractive. I also came to respect many of my classmates. They were able and had commitments to help youth, so secondary teaching became a lifetime goal.


My advisor, Dr. Rothney, a young Canadian with a degree from Harvard, reached me, in part because he did not try. I took Human Growth and Development with him. His stress on the uniqueness of the individual and varying rates of growth was new to me. He also emphasized the difference between being normal and average and argued against blind reliance on test scores. So much of what troubled me in understanding some of my country school students was resolved.


Rothney had worked with Wellesley College students in remedial reading. He started a program at the U. of W. using students from his classes as volunteer tutors. I entered into this and found it was possible to help struggling, discouraged lower division students. A university committee was set up to support Rothney and I was student member of the committee. This became an important part of my college experience.

The student tutors developed an esprit de corps and I came to

respect them. Some were working their way through the University

and giving their free time to this program. I had to give up my stereotype of sorority women. Several of them worked hard with their troubled undergrads and showed the values I thought important.

MY KIND OF DATE


One autumn Sunday, Jeanne, a sorority tutor and I paddled our

way east on Lake Mendota in a canoe I had rented from the Hoofer’s

Club headquartered in the Union. We reached a small stream that wound through a lovely city park. A small boat lock raised or lowered us in the stream and we were soon in Lake Monona. We enjoyed the skyline of Madison until we came to another stream that led us to Lake Wingra, a small, intimate wooded gem. We crossed it and went ashore at the Arboretum. It abutted Mack’s lot and I had walked its trails while visiting him in his new home.  There was a CCC Camp in  the Arboretum and Captain Roberts was in charge of it.


We started a fire in a barbeque pit and while the wood was turning to coals enjoyed a stroll through oaks with birds and squirrels for companions. I put our small steaks on the grill, warmed the buns, opened warm soda pop and we snacked on potato chips without condiments. The menu had been my selection. No audible complaints were heard.


Time had been ignored and when we picked up our paddles to

head back, the lights had been turned on in Madison. Jeanne mentioned she had a 10:00 PM curfew. She was paddling her weight in the canoe but it was a long run and I knew we were both tiring. When we reached the State Office Building on the Lake Monona side of the Square, we beached. It would be a long run up the lake to the creek, through the locks and then west to the campus. I suggested we walk about four blocks across the Square, saving at least two miles and one and one half hours. Jeannie carried the life preservers and paddles and walked ahead. With the canoe over my head I followed the back of her sneakers. We dropped our loads for a couple of breathers. She reported that people were staring back at us as we passed them. I suggested she merely say “college students” and it would explain everything.


We dropped the canoe in Lake Mendota and shortly turned it in.

Of course, I did not admit my fatigue. She said she had a good time

and I did not tell her she was nuts if she did. She was a fringe benefit

of Rothney’s remedial reading program.


Requirements for the degree and teaching credential were

completed in January 1941. The University of Wisconsin had become home to me so I stayed on for a semester of graduate studies leading toward a Master’s degree in guidance. It would also give me more time in the remedial reading program which was related to my interest in guidance.

WORLD WAR II


War clouds were forming over Europe. In summer school 1940 I

enrolled in Professor John Hicks’ Twentieth Century U. S. History course. He was chairman of the department and highly regarded by serious students. The student grapevine hangs heavy with news and rumor about the faculty. We knew he had taken the graduate dean post at the University of California at Berkley. He spent much time on World War I and the decade after it, pointing out mistakes the allies had made in drawing up the peace terms. He ended with 1940 and the rise of Hitler. This was a decent troubled man, and the last lecture was a glum one. He felt Hitler must be stropped, but agonized over the price to be paid. He knew young American males would be deeply involved. His face was drawn and wet at the conclusion of that lecture. We were moved and spoke in whispers as we left the lecture room.


Dr. Grayson Kirk, who became President of Columbia University, offered an advanced course in World Politics. He went through formation of the League of Nations and the failure to bring it into operation. He covered the consequences of protective tariffs and the competition for resources between industrial nations which exacerbated Colonialism. He was concerned with the nationalist and confrontational posture of European countries. He, too, was a caring man who reflected his sense of the gravity of the times. It was in the air and we students shared in it.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF PROFESSOR


Professor John Guy Foulkes taught the required course in

Administration that all graduate students in Education took. I remember him standing in front of the No Smoking sign with a cigarette in hand or mouth. In his first lecture he boomed forth, “I know why you people are in this class. You know where the money is and you want to be administrators because you know that’s where the money is. I look forward to the day when classroom teachers are paid more than administrators, because that’s where the action should be.”


Later in the term, I went to his office for a conference. When we

had finished our brief discussion, the big boy threw his feet on his

desk, dragged on his cigarette and tossed a question my way. “Fisk,

what are your educational goals? What do you plan to do?” I meekly

replied that I was in guidance, to which he responded, “What are you

doing in guidance?” I told him I liked kids and wanted to help them. “Fisk, I’ve had my eye on you. You’ve got a good head. Get in

administration. That’s where the money is!” That was it. Some of my

classmates agreed he was not our type. We did not know it then, but

we spent lifetimes trying to work with and around his kind of

administrators.

DAD STOPS BY


Sometime after the divorce Dad declared bankruptcy. He

stopped to see me. I was in bed with the flu. He wanted to have

supper with me. I told him Carl would go out for supper with him and

gave him the time when Carl would come in from work. He had met

Carl in Cable and looked pleased. As he left, he said, “Henry Ford

made his first million after he was 50. Maybe I will too.” We smiled

good by.


I gave Carl $2 for their suppers, ample in the Depression. When

Carl returned after a long visit over dinner, he remarked about how

interesting it was to talk hunting and fishing with Dad. Indeed! How

different from his dad who turned his check over to his wife and was

content to work around the house and yard.


Jobs were not plentiful, but Dad took one as electrician on a

secret project under the seats at the University of Chicago football

stadium. He was later transferred to the WA to work on a project. With his four years of schooling, it seemed remarkable. He was smart and personable. I never heard him brag about the atomic bomb project.
STOPPING HITLER


In early May of 1941,1 received a notice from my draft board to report for a physical examination to ascertain my fitness for service to

my country. Our county seat was four hundred miles north of Madison.

The date fell during my final examinations in late May. I wrote at once,

explaining my conflict, and asking if I could report in early June. The

terse reply was negative. I was angry. About this time the University of

Wisconsin weekly Cardinal noted that Commander Olson, U. S. Naval

Recruiting Officer would be on campus the next week to recruit cadets

for the U. S. Navy Air Force. He was putting together a special unit called The Flying Badgers. I spent a week stewing over my options, which were to capitulate to an arbitrary draft board, break the peace

pledge I had signed when I registered four years earlier, or join the U. S. Navy Air Corps and stop Hitler.


War was an ugly historical fact. I could not abide the shibboleth

“We have always had wars and always will.” Besides, I had pledged

not to go to war and my word was inviolate with me. Yet I knew Hitler

must be stopped.  Confused again!


Saturday was a beautiful May day. I was walking down

University Avenue at a good clip, absorbed in my conflict. I was

oblivious to the seedy rundown condition of the street, empty buildings

in need of paint, pot holes needing to be filled, broken sidewalks that

could send one sprawling. All of this squalid Depression scene was

obliterated by the press for a personal decision that refused to go

away.


Slowly a sidewalk scene in front of me grabbed my attention.

Three little girls were walking ahead of me. My Child Growth and

Development course told me they were seven year old 5. They had their arms around each other. Their moms had shopped for becoming dresses and they were freshly starched and ironed, and their hair had been fussed over and was radiant in the reflected sunlight.


They were sauntering along, talking and laughing, obviously

good friends on a school free Saturday. I slowed to enjoy this picture -

three American girls, Oriental, Black and Blonde, embraced in sisterhood. My head cleared and a slogan flashed across my screen:

“Take that, Hitler.” To hell with the draft board and peace pledge! I

would join the Navy next week. Color was skin deep; beauty, friendship, respect and love were enduring. They must be cultivated. I speeded up and went around them. I wanted to look back and thank these little girls, but clenched my teeth and looked straight ahead as tears came to my eyes. It was settled. A weight was lifted.

SIGNING UP


Between classes, I reported to Commander Olson, middle aged with keen blue eyes and a few questions. Why was I interested in the Naval Air Corps” Simple; I had a draft number and had to appear during exam week for a physical. He could take care of that. Did I ever participate in athletics? I could tell he liked the answer.


The Commander was a smart operator to have with him the University official, Assistant Dean of Men, Rudiselli, who probably knew more male students than anyone on campus. Rudiselli recognized me. We served on the Remedial Reading Committee. He said he was surprised to see me here and was hoping to bring me into his office as his assistant! I told him my draft board was after me. He said he could get me a deferral. I did not like that bait. The temporary recruitment office was convenient to the Student Health Center. We got on-the-spot physicals and were then invited back for press photographs at a group swearing in ceremony. The commander knew how to get press coverage as he launched the Flying Badgers.

He gave us our arrival time at the Glenview, Illinois, Elimination

Base on June 27. We were Seamen Second Class, would be paid $40 monthly, and housing and food were furnished. Uniforms would be issued when we arrived.


After our exams and a few farewells, I skipped commencement and hitchhiked to Cable for almost a month with Mom, my sisters Marge and Margaret, and kid brother, Chuck. I also had time with Lyman and Erma, and dropped in on Tom at the store.


It was relaxing to get into my old clothes and take over the chores. I got in some fishing and visited with Mom. The accumulation of shattered hopes and financial worries had taken a lot of bounce out of her. The heart lesions she suffered in separating from the only man she ever loved would never heal. My parents had been walking alone and in different directions for many years.

THANKS


I owe so many debts of gratitude to family, peers, employers, teachers, students, medics and summer residents, for enduring, protecting, supporting and accepting me. And then,

A special thanks to the Great Artist,

Using successive ice sheets to blend

The Masterpiece of waters, woods, and animal life

In which I was privileged to grow up,

But never outgrow my wonder and humility

In the presence of the Nature Mother.

Even now, she defies our clumsy efforts

To defile this Great Work,

While she patiently tries to teach us

That it continues to evolve under laws

We did not write and cannot alter.
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