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Prologue
I walked into the room. Fortunately, we were alone. He was supine, stretched out to his full five foot two inches, as if exhausted after a tough day, or perhaps a tough life. I had seen his height and “color of eyes, blue” imprinted on his driver's license only a few days before and was reminded of the song lyrics from the 1920s: “Five foot two, eyes of blue, but oh, what those two eyes can do…” He was always known as “Shorty” by his co-workers. Our Clayton relatives called him “Cocky” because of his scrappy, feisty personality.
The scene reminded me of those times on their hardscrabble farm in Wisconsin. After a long hard morning's work, and following our noon meal, Cocky would stretch out on the old couch in the living room. Within seconds he'd be dead to the world, unmoving, arising after only maybe thirty or forty minutes of deep, reinvigorating sleep. Refreshed, wide awake, he'd be ready for the rest of his day. But not this time.
I can't explain what prompted me to do it, but I bent over and kissed him on his lips. Immediately I understood what they mean by the phrase, “returned to room temperature.” His lips were cool to mine.
Standing erect again, I gazed at his face for a time, not wanting it to end. But knowing it had to, I said to him, softly, “So long, Pop,” and placed my hand over his. And Horatio's final words to Hamlet came to me, “. . . and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.” Our last long goodbye.
I turned and walked slowly away, looking back once, then out through the offices of Christenson Funeral Home and on the way to my car.
All the way home images raced through my mind, the days and events of so many bygone years. You see, I am blessed, or cursed, with a near photographic recall of virtually all of the scenes of my life from my very earliest times to the present. For years I assumed that everyone possessed this same faculty, but although some have it to a degree, most others assure me that they do not and they're astonished at the scenes I can recall in great detail.
I caution you, there will be quotes and brief comments in this work that will be virtually verbatim due to the unusual aspect of the incidents burned into my memory, or at least so close that any minor difference is really insignificant.
So, pull up a chair. I'm in my eighties and despite all my attempts to resist, memory will eventually fade.
PART ONE
THE EARLY YEARS
Chapter 1
I was born December 16, 1925, at St. Francis Hospital in Kewanee, Illinois, a community of about twenty thousand, the home town of the Clayton and Green clans. I was named Bert Allen Clayton after my paternal grandfather.
My father, Clarence Henry Clayton, married Nellie Louisa Green July 11, 1924 at the Peoria, Illinois, Country Club where Dad was Assistant Golf Pro. Relatives insisted that the simple ceremony was conducted at the 18th hole, or was it the 19th? Either way, knowing Dad, I can believe it.
My first remembrance, if accurate, is just a snapshot in my mind. It is very vague, and whether it was just from a recurring dream or an actual flashback is impossible to say, but the same scene reappeared to me on several occasions in mid-life. Although it eventually stopped returning, it remains embedded in my memory.
I'm sitting in a highchair at a kitchen table. Mom is to my immediate left and Dad is sitting across from me. It probably occurred during a meal. My father seems irritated—very vocal about something. Mom appears quite nervous, possibly trying to calm him down and defuse the situation. It is my first impression of family conflict.
There's no indication of how old I was at the time, but a highchair environment would probably place me somewhere between the ages of 18 months and two years. It was almost like a scene captured in an instant by a flash bulb, but which faded quickly once the light burned itself out, leaving the image dark again.
Later, scenes became more clearly defined and involved several episodes. My mother identified it as being when I was about two and a half years old. We were living in a modest upstairs furnished apartment on Burr Street in Kewanee, sharing a kitchen with an older couple.
Mom told me that I was quite ill at one time with a condition Grandpa Clayton determined was pneumonia. Grandpa was a successful chiropractor, as was his wife, Elva. On one occasion he brought me a large metal toy airplane whose wheels were somehow connected to the propeller shaft by a narrow spring loop so that when the plane was rolled on the floor, the propeller rotated also. Airplanes and aviation have fascinated me ever since.
Another episode at that apartment stayed with me for several years. My parents bought me an inexpensive wind-up train for Christmas. The passenger cars were made of a thin gauge stamped metal with square holes punched out where the windows would be. One night Dad stuffed small scraps of paper into the windows of the cars, wound up the engine, turned the lights out in the room, lit the newspapers with a match and started the train on its way. It sped around the oval track, merrily displaying its lights in the passenger cars to Dad's and my delight. I recall my mother being very nervous about the whole affair. That may have been the first time I became aware of one of her most exasperated phrases, “Oh, Clarence!”
We were like nomads for many years, moving from one place to another. Although my father had a keen mind and was very talented, somehow his ability to hold a job in any particular line of work left a lot to be desired. That must have led to a great deal of frustration on the part of my mother and also for Dad's parents, both of whom were quite successful. But the Great Depression and tough times were descending on us, and Dad had developed a problem with alcohol. All of this could have played a part in his inability to stay employed.
Both Clayton grandparents, Elva and Bert, had graduated from the Palmer School of Chiropractic in Davenport, Iowa (1912 and 1913 respectively) and established their practices in Kewanee. Their youngest son, Lester, was a 1924 graduate. Several grandchildren and cousins followed the profession in later years. I was among them.
In the 1920s and 1930s, the medical profession was violently opposed to chiropractic and used every means at its disposal to stamp it out. The home of the American Medical Association was located in Chicago. Its members managed to make it virtually illegal in most states, including Illinois where arrests were commonplace. Granddad told me on more than one occasion that he had been arrested seven times and injunctioned once. He was only jailed for short periods of time, but would have to lie low for a while before returning to practice. He also referred to numerous instances when patients would visit him in jail so they could obtain their spinal manipulations or “adjustments.” This was a somewhat embarrassing situation for law enforcement people.
It was apparently during one of Grandpa's enforced sabbaticals in the summer of 1928 when I was about three that he and Dad built the “Indian Creek Camp Cafe,” a simple combination service station and restaurant on the west side of Highway 78, about two miles south of Kewanee. Their specialty was barbecue sandwiches. I recall my mother taking me to the cafe on one occasion. New smells were intriguing to me, and the aroma of freshly grilled cheese sandwiches is still enough to start me remembering and salivating.
The cafe developed into a thriving business, but was to end suddenly in a terrifying fashion very early one morning. While my father was still alive and I made hasty notes, he described the layout of the business in considerable detail and recalled the events that led to an unexpected tragedy.
It was a modest structure consisting of only two rooms, the cafe in front and a room in back with two army cots for sleeping. There was a small basement below with a trapdoor entrance from the bedroom and an exit out of the basement below. The cafe had booths in front, along with a counter and several stools. A large cash register sat on the counter, and behind that was a stove and large grill where food was prepared.
The Prohibition Era in the U.S. was in effect during which the Constitution outlawed the manufacture, transport and sale of alcoholic beverages. There was a restaurant somewhere in the Midwest that had a sign out front which said, “Near Beer sold here. No beer sold near here.” Near Beer was an ersatz form of beer which tasted like beer, but contained no alcohol. I guess you just closed your eyes and imagined you were getting a buzz.
But as we know only too well, if people want something alcoholic to drink, they'll find a way to get it even if they have to brew it themselves or buy it from bootleggers. And bootleggers who made the product available to the thirsty did a thriving business. There was no lack of it. You just had to know how and where to find it.
During a visit with us in 1986, Uncle Harry Green, my mother's only brother, recalled his experience with bootleggers and the law when he was just a lad.
"It was 1920 and Prohibition was just getting a good start. My first real job was driving truck for Ryan's Dairy on East Church Street. We picked up milk from the farmers, hauled it to the dairy, and then delivered bottled milk to the homes in Kewanee.
"I was boarding out south of town with a dairy farmer named Lemke. There was good money in bootlegging 'white lightning' and Lemke meant to get his share. On his farm was a large chicken house that boasted a second floor pigeon loft, a perfect place for his illegal still consisting of several cookers. He made a deal with Ryan to distribute the hooch disguised as milk.
"The finished product was funneled into 2-quart fruit jars, each well-wrapped in newspapers for protection, then carefully packed in 10-gallon milk cans for transporting to the dairy. Men at the dairy painted the outside of some regular one-quart milk bottles with white enamel paint. Only the closest scrutiny would give the faintest hint that the contents were anything but pure milk.
"One evening after supper, four of us were sitting on Lemke's porch. One of the guys yelled that there was smoke coming out of one of the pigeon loft windows. We all grabbed gunny sacks and hightailed it for the chicken house. The fire was getting a good start. We managed to get the hooch out but it was a close call. A leak in one of the gas lines to the cookers had set it off.
"Things were going along pretty smooth. Business was great. Then, this Swedish minister in Kewanee suspected that all was not as it should be down at Ryan's Dairy. He took it upon himself to do some snooping around. When he was certain that he had the goods on everyone, he notified the law. They raided Lemke's farm and caught us all red-handed. The only thing that saved me was my age, 15 or 16. Most of the others were sent away to 'do their time.'”
Harry chuckled, reminiscing about it.
Most of the liquor was available from what Dad called “Blind Pigs,” a name given to bootleggers of the area. In Kewanee, according to Dad, most of these scofflaws resided north of the railroad tracks that divided Kewanee into a north and south side. The North Side was populated mostly by Irish, Poles and Belgians. Dad insisted that booze was sold right out of some of the churches, the blindest pig of all being the pastor of the Belgian Church. This may have been an expression of Dad's prejudices toward religion in any form. He said that if you were looking for a bottle, all you had to do was cross the tracks and keep a sharp eye out for the first house that had several cars parked out front. It was sure to be a watering hole.
Although no liquor was sold or served at the Indian Creek Camp Cafe, Dad admitted that some customers would bring their own jug with them, order a bottle of pop and then spike it with booze. The County sheriff showed up one day, telling Grandpa and Dad that he'd had several complaints from customers about people drinking there. The officer knew that he was dealing with a law that was difficult, if not impossible to enforce. He urged Grandpa and Dad to tell their customers to keep their jugs out of sight, hidden behind their leg or against the wall so as not to offend the teetotalers. Complaints died down, for a while.
Two gas pumps stood not far from the front of the building. They were the old-fashioned type, tall, topped with a graduated glass cylinder into which gasoline was pumped manually by a long handle at the base (hence the term “gas pumps”). Then the fuel was fed by gravity into the hose and nozzle. Before closing at night, Dad or Grandpa opened valves, allowing the gas to drain from the glass cylinders back into underground storage tanks. The cylinders, full of automotive gasoline, made tempting targets for missiles in the form of stray bullets, or even well-aimed rocks cast by vandals.
After the injunctions against his chiropractic practice eased up, Grandpa would get up in the morning and drive back to Kewanee in his old Hudson sedan and spend the day caring for patients in his office. Dad stayed and got the cafe cleaned up and the meats ready for the following evening's business. Grandpa would return to the cafe after he closed his office for the day. The heaviest activity was at night and on weekends. Business was brisk, and on special holidays like Memorial Day and Labor Day, Dad and Grandpa often would not be able to close and lock up until two o'clock in the morning. Exhausted, they'd fall asleep on their army cots in the back room.
The stove and grill burners were fueled by what was called “white gas,” a common stove fuel in those days. The gas line that fed the stove burners had been plagued by a very small leak. They had ordered a new part that would correct the problem, but hadn't yet received it. As a safety measure, it was their habit to turn off all the burners, then close the main valve from the gas tank when they shut down for the night.
On this particular Labor Day, September 4, 1928, business had been unusually brisk. By the time the last customers departed at nearly 3 a.m., Dad and Grandpa were almost asleep on their feet. Each thought the other had turned off the main gas valve leading to the burners. That simple little ritual was overlooked. They retired to the back room and collapsed onto their cots.
The gas leak at the stove, however small, accumulated in the drip pan below the burners. A pilot flame was still burning beneath the barbecue pots. Eventually, fuel and flame found each other as the two men slept soundly.
Not long after they retired, Dad was wakened by smoke and fire. Flames had reached their cots and Grandpa's bedding was afire. The partition between the cafe and their bedroom was a wall of flame.
Dad quickly shook Grandpa awake. It was obvious they couldn't make it through the fiery doorway into the front room. Together they scrambled through the trapdoor into the basement and out the door at the back of the building. Grandpa told Dad that the old Hudson, parked behind the building, was low on gas. He drove it around to the front. Dad ran to the gas pumps and began pumping a few gallons of fuel into one of the upper glass cylinders, then attempted to add fuel to the car's tank.
By this time, the front of the modest structure was an inferno. The heat out front was intense. The glass cylinder, now containing fuel and vapors, couldn't take it anymore and cracked, leaking fuel around the base of the pump Dad was using.
Grandpa yelled out the car's window, “Get the hell out of here!” He drove to safety well off to one side while Dad ran from the pumps.
By now a small crowd of onlookers was gathering. A close friend of Grandpa's offered to go into the cafe in an effort to retrieve the cash register which contained most of the weekend's receipts. Grandpa wouldn't hear of it, knowing that the place was too far gone and the man would be risking his life just for the sake of money.
The tourist cafe was a total loss. The $2,000 insurance they had on it was nowhere near enough to help rebuild it, so the project was abandoned.
Many years later when my parents were visiting my late wife, Lorraine, and I, it became obvious to me that I'd better plumb the depths of Dad's remembrances to flesh out some of the interesting stories in his past. In regard to the fire at the cafe, he said that he had stayed in a tent at the property and kept an eye on the place while waiting for an insurance adjuster.
He said, “When the guy showed up, I called off a list of items I knew were destroyed in the fire.”
The adjuster asked, “How the hell do I know you had all that stuff?”
Dad added, “He was bigger than I was or I'd have whipped his ass!”
My father had a short temper when he was younger and carried a chip on both shoulders. That was Cocky, my dad. I scribbled furiously.
Not long after the cafe fire my folks rented an upstairs furnished apartment in Kewanee, above the residence of “Doc” and Sadie Outen, a local dentist and his wife, who were friends of the family. The home was only about two blocks east of Grandpa and Grandma's chiropractic office which was located above a mortuary in a two-story building on Second Street.
That Christmas at Outen's, when I had just turned four, I was given an all-metal airplane that I could actually sit in and pedal. It was probably a present from my Clayton grandparents. “Bert” was painted just below the cockpit on the left side. Before I could maneuver it through the doorways of the apartment, it was necessary that the wing be unbolted from its struts. I have no idea how a picture of me in it wound up in the Kewanee Star-Courier newspaper, but I have a hunch that Grandpa had something to do with it. According to my big grin in the photo, I must have been pretty proud. This no doubt helped lead to my early fascination with airplanes.
The Great Depression struck with a vengeance about this time. It followed Wall Street's Stock Market Crash on “Black Thursday,” October 24, 1929. Within months, America's workforce, twenty-four percent of it on the average, mostly men, heads of households, were out of work. In the larger industrial cities unemployment was much higher.
Chapter 2
In the fall of 1929, Dad, desperate for work after the cafe fire, decided he had better learn a trade and went to Akron, Ohio, to train as an automobile brake mechanic.
Those troubled times also seriously affected business and professional offices. Grandpa and Grandma's chiropractic practice felt the pinch. Grandma, with a pioneer spirit, decided to open a separate office in Abingdon, Illinois, about forty miles southwest of Kewanee. While Dad was away, my mother and I moved into the spartan living quarters attached to her office. Families doubling up during those trying times was very common.
Grandma's office was located on the second floor of a downtown professional building. We cooked our food on a one-burner electric hot plate and slept on army cots. In Grandma Clayton's case, this was a challenge. She was an extremely portly woman, quite short, and otherwise—well, immense.
While Grandma was taking care of occasional patients, Mom might be down the hall visiting Marsha Humberstone who operated a beauty shop at the west end. I would sometimes walk to the east end and visit with a dentist, Dr. Simpkins. Mom told me (and I recall) that he often asked me to sing for his patients to help take their minds off the discomfort they faced. At four years old, I had already sung at several local music functions and the word had apparently gotten around. Novocain may have been unavailable in those days or at least was in its infancy. Maybe my singing helped put his patients to sleep.
Dr. Simpkins and I became good pals. On one of his days off, he got permission to take me out to a park south of town where we flew a kite. It was the first time I'd ever seen one in the air and it was most impressive. But to top it off, he also took a revolver along and fired a few shots into a bank across a creek. My education was expanding rapidly. He probably didn't mention to my mother about taking the revolver along with us, for obvious reasons.
Some photos taken of me at that time show me with my regular hair, straight as a string. On one occasion, however, Marsha Humberstone curled my hair for a singing performance. I thought it looked pretty weird, but didn't complain. It sure changed my looks, though.
Music became an important part of my life even at that age. Popular romantic ballads, the love songs of those days, were particularly fascinating. It was intriguing to hear the well-crafted poetry of their lyrics and the incredible beauty of their melodies. I never got over it. They still thrill me, and the lyrics for many of them have stayed with me to this day, in my 84th year.
I must have been four going on five in Abingdon when I became acquainted with a six or seven-year-old neighborhood boy. We ran into each other while we were both just walking along the main street in front of the building that housed Grandma's and Dr. Simpkins' offices. I was allowed outside in good warm weather, unaccompanied, but was forbidden to cross any streets. You see, in 1929, children our ages could roam the streets alone in broad daylight without fear of any human predators.
The other lad and I struck up a conversation. I have a clear recollection of the day when this newfound friend of mine decided that we ought to have some candy. Sounded like a great idea to me. Neither of us had any money, but this apparently didn't deter him in the least. I was hardly aware of what money was or even its purpose.
There was a candy and ice cream parlor around the corner and in the same block as Grandma's office. It was called “Petrini's Palace of Sweets,” an apt title. (An Abingdon historian provided me with the name.)
We walked up to Petrini's and stood in the open front doorway. Air conditioning was still virtually unknown in businesses except for some overhead fans. My pal pointed out a large candy case just inside the door and to the right. He urged me to walk in, around and behind the case, reach in and take a couple of pieces of candy that he was pointing out. If anyone had been watching us, it probably wouldn't have registered with me because my sense of right and wrong had not been fully developed. I saw nothing wrong with the arrangement.
I did as he directed, picked up the candy, turned and exited through the front doorway to where my new friend was waiting patiently, but outside, where he figured it was safer. Before I could hand a piece to the other lad, firm hands grasped both of us by an arm. I assume it was Mr. Petrini's hands. After we answered a few questions, our mothers were quickly located and our crimes described to them. My mother gave me a good talking to, explaining in great detail that I should never take anything that belonged to someone else. Added to that were clear instructions that I shouldn't play with my friend anymore.
My cohort did not escape unpunished by any means. Word got back to us that he spent the next couple of days tied in a rocking chair. You see, youth crime did not pay, at least back in the early part of the 20th Century.
New and unfamiliar odors were assailing my senses. Some of the liquids that beautician Marsha Humberstone used in her procedures irritated my nose as I recall. The stale smoke and body odors that greeted me when climbing the steep stairway from the fresh outdoors to Grandma's office were distinct and often unpleasant.
Dr. Simpkins' office, on the other hand, offered something different. In addition to drilling, filling and pulling teeth, the good doctor also fashioned false dentures in his office. I was intrigued by the somewhat pleasant but unusual aroma of the pink-colored material he used in fashioning the artificial gums for dental plates.
Dad completed his training in Akron, Ohio, and found work in Kewanee. Mom and I prepared to move back and join him. We'd become a family again. Dad's younger brother, Lester, and his wife offered to chauffeur us, but before leaving Abingdon, we stopped at Petrini's for a light lunch. They ordered me a tall, tapered glass filled with a thick, bubbly, light brown liquid, complete with straw. Naturally curious but somewhat suspicious, I leaned forward and sniffed the contents gingerly. The enticing aroma of a chocolate malted milk first filled my senses, and then its contents, my stomach. It went down easily and tasted really great. I became a chocoholic from that moment and would never again be the same.
We moved into a shabby old furnished house on Mill St. in Kewanee, half a block from Tenney St., the major paved street that connected Kewanee proper to its small suburban community of Wethersfield to the south. Looking at a photo of the house with me standing on the back steps, it doesn't appear as if there was a drop of paint remaining on the clapboard siding. But it was at least “home” for us in the midst of a devastating, well-established Depression.
It was here that my mother first reluctantly attempted to answer my childlike questions regarding my father's almost Jekyll-Hyde personality. He was happy-go-lucky and intelligent on most occasions, uncommunicative, morose, with a stumbling gait, apparently unaware of our presence on others. This was when she instructed me to watch for certain signs, particularly the strange posture of his right hand.
Whenever Dad was “in his cups,” his right hand would be flexed to an extreme degree at the wrist. The right arm hung rigidly at his side. The index, third and ring fingers were flexed, with the thumb tucked inside. The little finger was extended rigidly. A neurological effect? I don't have a clue.
We weren't long in that dwelling when our next door neighbors, the Ronks, moved elsewhere and we moved into the house they vacated. And thus our nomadic existence continued.
But this part of town placed us within just a few blocks from several of our relatives on my mother's side. Cousins galore were now in relatively close proximity to me. I was thrilled.
For example, Uncle Harry Green (Mom's brother) and his wife, Ethel, with their three children, Vera, Harry Jr. (known as “Bub”) and infant Roger, lived around the corner and about a block up Tenney St. hill to the south.
A block farther south, on Church Street, was McKinley (“Mac”) Eshelman, his wife, Vonda (Mom's sister) and their youngsters, Bill, Paul, Richard and twins Philip and Phyllis.
Another Eshelman family, Mac's brother Jim, Mary (Mom's older sister), their children Mary Jane, Jean, Nola, Jim Jr., Donald and Everett lived six or eight blocks away. So we had cousins scattered around that part of town.
Uncle Harry worked at one of the local meat markets. Uncle Mac worked for a company that made casket vaults while Uncle Jim worked at the Walworth Factory, a large company that manufactured all sorts of metal fittings and huge valves.
The Great Depression was in full swing and companies like Walworth, the Kewanee Boiler Factory, and the Boss Glove Factory were forced to lay off a good share of their workforce to survive. Dad still had a job, barely, working for Kelly Motor Co., a Ford dealership that also sold motor fuel.
Dad got to refuel some of the large Ford Tri-Motor passenger airplanes that operated in and out of Kewanee Airport's grass landing strip south of town. He described it as being “one helluva tough job.” He was only about five-foot-two, the reason most of his acquaintances called him “Shorty.”
He drove a gas truck out to the field, leaned a long stepladder up against the leading edge of the wing, filled old-fashioned five-gallon cans with gasoline from the truck, and carried them up the ladder by hand onto the wing. Then he laid a chamois cloth over the filler opening and slowly poured the gas through the chamois to filter out the impurities. (Modern day aviation fuel tankers are equipped with built-in filters that remove any remaining impurities right at the truck.) Dad drove Mom and me out to the airport one day so we could see one of his monster airplanes. To me, at four going on five, it was gigantic, mysterious and fascinating. It towered over me.
The Tri-Motor was state-of-the-art high-tech in those days. It had three 450 hp rotary engines, a top speed of 150 mph, carried 10-12 passengers with a crew of three: the pilot, copilot, and stewardess.
One event sticks in my mind. A small plane was trying to land at the Kewanee airport at night in a dense fog. The pilot was killed when he missed the field and crashed into a farmer's yard across the highway. Many of the townspeople drove out the next morning to view the wreckage and the three of us were among them. Tragedy always attracts the curious.
Money was hard to come by and we had to devise our own entertainment. Families often gathered at one of the neighbor's houses and the adults played cards until ten or eleven o'clock at night. They invariably took the kids along unless one of the siblings was old enough to stay at home and mind the others. Baby sitters (other than family) were unknown because parents couldn't have afforded one anyway.
As a result, the host residence was filled with kids. We made up our own games while the adults busied themselves shuffling cards, dealing, shouting and pounding on the card tables. The kids began running down around eight or nine o'clock, at our usual bedtimes. Then one by one we'd crawl off into a corner or an empty bedroom, curl up on the linoleum and fall fast asleep. When the party broke up, parents gathered their broods, walking the sleepy-eyed older ones and carrying the smaller ones back home in their arms.
In the late 1920s Grandpa and Grandma Clayton had a lovely stucco-covered home out in the country about halfway between Kewanee and Galva, and across the road from the Midland Country Club. It was a story in itself, including a tragic one.
Grandpa and his “boys,” Allen, Dad and Lester had also built a large log cabin on the four acre property about a hundred feet from the house. The cabin became a gathering place for the Clayton children and grandchildren, particularly on Fourth of July for picnics and reunions. It could easily have been called The Clayton Family Compound at Midland. Mom and Dad and I visited there often. The Kewanee Star-Courier newspaper carried an article and photo of the charming log cabin. I recall the huge one-room structure having a cement floor and an immense fireplace on the east end. My childhood memories of the odor of charred wood lingers with me yet.
An electrically-powered one-car trolley operated on a single set of rails between Kewanee and Galva. It ran close to my grandparents' Midland property. Several of the more successful businessmen from both towns would take the "interurban" (between the cities) to Midland, depart at the little passenger station and walk across the road to the country club for a day's golfing. It was often called “The Toonerville Trolley” by the area's citizenry, named after the hard luck trolley and its harried passengers of newspaper cartoon fame.
Dad's youngest sister, Juanita Davis, told me that Grandpa used to ride the trolley into town to conduct office hours. He eventually purchased one of the hand-powered rail carts that transported railroad workers from one work site to another. It used pump-type handles that propelled the open-air vehicle along the tracks.
Not satisfied with this strenuous method of locomotion, Grandpa married an old gasoline engine to the frame of his cart and thus had his own powered vehicle that could transport him to town and back when the dirt roads were muddy and impassible. He would ride it into town, set it off at the train depot (probably with help) and then, after office hours, ride it back to Midland. I never saw the cart and probably wouldn't have understood how he made the connection from the engine to the cart's axle. I'm sure there were photos of it in the family archives somewhere. Grandpa was an innovator par excellence.
He had a beautiful female German Shepherd he called “Queenie.” His youngest daughter, Juanita, who was about ten years my senior, told me years later that the dog would often go over to the little rail depot and wait for the “Toonerville Trolley” to return from Galva on its way back to Kewanee. When it stopped to disembark or take on passengers, Queenie would hop aboard with them, ride it into town, and remain on board while the crews turned the trolley around on a turntable provided for that purpose. Then she would ride it back to Midland and jump off as it disembarked passengers for the Country Club. It all sounded implausible to me, but she swore by the story.
My grandfather was ingenious. The Midland Country Club used to hire a man to mow their fairways with horse-drawn sets of lawn mowers arranged side by side. Grandpa purchased the mowers from the man, obtained an old used Model T Ford sedan, cut the roof portion off, and converted it into an open-air self-propelled unit to pull the mowers arranged side by side to cut a much wider swath. Midland Country Club then hired Grandpa to mow the fairways.
He also used this monstrous-looking vehicle to mow his own four acre lawn at their Midland residence. Quite often, when I visited him, he'd lift me up onto the seat beside him and we would enjoy each other's company as he mowed their property. It was a real treat for this four-year-old.
Chiropractors used an upholstered bench-type table on which they manipulated their patients' spines. The adjusting tables for this purpose in those early days—the 1920s—were very crude and required the patient to climb up onto them, an uncomfortable chore for anyone who “had it down in the back.”
Grandpa, always thinking, designed and built an adjusting table that stood almost vertical. The patient stepped onto a sturdy foot plate, then leaned against the upholstered portion. The table would then be lowered gently into a horizontal position. When the spinal adjustments were completed, a lever was engaged and an air compressor located in the basement would force air against a cylinder that actuated a rod, returning the table to its original near-erect position.
Dr. B. J. Palmer, developer of more modern techniques used in Chiropractic, joined forces with Grandpa. They produced and marketed the Palmer-Clayton Hy-Lo Table which was later replaced by the Zenith spring-operated and electric Hy-Lo tables. A small scale model of Grandpa's original table was prominently displayed in the museum at the Palmer College of Chiropractic for many years. I saw it several times in the Palmer museum when I was a student there for a four-year period in the late 1940s.
In the late 1920s and early '30s, Grandpa also had one of the first (or perhaps the first) X-ray machines in Kewanee. In addition to X-raying the patient's spines, he did a lot of X-ray work for local dentists who needed to have much better views of dental problems they faced. Unfortunately, Grandpa had to hold the small bat-wing X-ray plate cassette holders in place in the patient's mouth with one hand while the machine was in operation. Doctors weren't too aware of the hazards of X-radiation. Over the years, Grandpa suffered some skin cancers on his exposed hand.
My own dad was very innovative, too—a real idea guy. Whatever the need was, if a product wasn't available on the market, he would design and fabricate one for his own use. Some of their talent may have rubbed off on me. There is nothing that appeals to me more than the challenge of developing an idea to solve a frustrating problem. Maybe it's in the genes.
Chapter 3
A map of Kewanee shows its relationship to the small suburb of Wethersfield adjoining it to the south. This was where our neighborhood public school was located. A streetcar operated from Downtown Kewanee south along the main thoroughfare which was named “Tenney Street.” A single set of tracks ran all the way out to the Wethersfield School corner.
At that location there was what was called a large “turntable.” The platform, circular in shape, had a pair of streetcar rails secured to it at its diameter. The conductor drove his streetcar, electrically-powered, onto the platform. He'd set the brakes, dismount from the cab and disengage the small grooved wheel that rode the electrical cable overhead and supplied the streetcar's motor with electrical power. He would then exert pressure sideways on one end or the other of the vehicle. This allowed the well-balanced turntable to rotate 180 degrees until the opposite end of the rails were in proper alignment. The turntable platform was then locked into position with his vehicle heading back north. With a rope tether, he maneuvered the grooved wheel to reengage the overhead electrical cable, climbed aboard, threw the switch and off he'd go. I know it sounds complicated, but it wasn't to him, certainly.
Mill Street, the one on which we lived, was at the bottom of two fairly steep hills. It intersected Tenney Street at right angles. One of Tenney Streets hills ran south into Wethersfield and the other one uphill toward Kewanee's downtown center.
When Fourth of July rolled around that year of 1930, Dad, Mom and I walked the block up Tenney Street to visit Uncle Harry and his family.
Dad obtained a mixture of some special powdered chemicals provided by Grandpa Clayton, our “Mad Scientist.” When the streetcar had passed Harry's heading south and was out of sight nearing its turntable location in Wethersfield, Dad and Harry would rush out into the street, but not directly in front of Harry's house. They put three or four tablespoons of the powdered chemical mixture on the tracks at two or three yard intervals, hurried back to the house and sat on the front porch steps to watch the fun.
It wasn't long until the streetcar appeared at the top of the hill and then came rumbling down Tenney Street, gaining speed along the way. When the steel wheels of the vehicle hammered onto the rails containing the piles of chemicals, the neighbors, the conductor and his passengers would all hear loud explosions— “BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!” You can imagine the shock on the part of the conductor and many of his passengers.
The pranksters would do this only once, then lay low, lest the streetcar company send the police out to see if they could locate and apprehend the culprits.
Grandpa Clayton used to celebrate July Fourth at his Midland home in much the same manner. He had two large pieces of plate steel, maybe two feet square and an inch or more thick. One had a handle welded to the top at its center. He'd place one under a horizontal limb of a tree and tie a sturdy rope to the handle of the other one, throw the rope over the limb, then hoist it a couple of feet in the air and anchor the rope securely. Then he'd pile maybe half a pound of his special mixture onto the center of the lower plate, step well back and release the anchored rope. The resulting explosion rocked the neighborhood.
Grandpa enjoyed an occasional bottle of beer like many men but because of Prohibition, the only way he could obtain any would be to either purchase it illegally from bootleggers or make it himself. He relished a challenge, so he opted for the latter method. All this during Prohibition, of course.
I remember seeing a large, covered earthenware crock brewing on the stairway landing leading to the basement of his Midland home. As the home brew ingredients bubbled, they emitted an intriguingly pungent aroma distinctly associated with alcoholic beverages. I'd sit on one of the steps above the landing, fascinated, watching Grandpa siphoning brew out of the crock into bottles before capping them. To me it was a truly mystical ritual, adding another unusual odor to my growing list.
My grandparents also kept several hives of honey bees on the property. A beekeeper came to Midland at intervals to remove the honey combs, leaving some for the family, then paying them for what he took with him. I can still see the quart jars of it setting on a shelf in Grandma's pantry with large chunks of honey comb material immersed in them. It was my first taste of that delicious nectar. Now, whenever I taste real raw honey, I'm reminded of those days.
The beekeeper had a young assistant working with him named Albert Davis. On one occasion, when they were bringing the family's supply of honey to the back door, I noticed that Albert had an angry red swelling near one eye. After they departed, I asked, “Grandma, what's the matter with Albert's eye?”
She informed me that a bee had gotten beneath his protective hood and head cover and stung him. She added that this was why she and Grandpa had always warned me to stay well away from the hive area.
Albert eventually began dating my Aunt Juanita, Dad's youngest sister. Quite short of stature, Albert also became known to the family as “Shorty.”
It was during that same summer of 1930 when a dramatic event occurred in my life.
With nothing better to do, I was walking up and down the sidewalk on Mill street, from our house to where it met Tenney Street. I was always prohibited from crossing Tenney. The sound of a siren in the distance reached my ears. It was coming from the north, to my left, from the direction of downtown Kewanee and was getting louder and closer, heading our way. I ran down to the intersection with Tenney Street in time to see a fire truck accompanied by several cars, racing down the hill. Among them I spotted our Model A Ford sedan with my father at the wheel. I ran back to our house and told my mother what I had seen. She was curious and related our brief conversation to me years later.
“Was Daddy following the fire truck?” she asked me.
“No. He was ahead of it.”
There was good reason. The Clayton home at Midland was afire. It turned out that Lester, Dad's younger brother and his two younger sisters, Lillian and Juanita, were at the home while their parents were in town at their downtown office above a mortuary.
Lester called the fire department immediately, then Grandpa at the office, then Dad where he worked at Kelly Oil Co. A Kewanee fire truck managed to get to the house before the fire had done too much damage. It was confined to the attic, but the effect there was still considerable. It was determined that a short in the attic wiring was the cause of the problem. Electric wiring then was quite primitive by today's standards. It would involve a costly repair, but it was salvageable.
Later in the day, Dad picked Mom and me up and we drove to Midland. Several other family members were present. I'll never forget the smell of charred wood as we walked slowly and carefully up the stairway to the attic. Relatives recall Dad commenting that he wasn't convinced the fire was completely extinguished. Others were certain it was.
That evening, Lester, his two sisters and their parents stayed in town at an acquaintance's home. But Dad had been right. The fire re-ignited at the Midland home sometime during the night. With no one there or nearby and awake to give an alarm, it soon became a raging inferno. The dwelling burned to the ground before the Kewanee Fire Department, six miles away, could get to it. The shock was terrible for us all. The home was a landmark, a base of operations and an anchor for the entire family. A photo of it taken in its heyday is in my collection. Its image is still imprinted within my memory.
Nothing could be done to rebuild the Clayton home at Midland. The Great Depression was no time to embark on a major construction project. Fortunately, the cabin, about a hundred feet east of the home, was untouched. It remained a place for our clan to gather on holidays and reunions, but sitting in lounge chairs on its immense yard, facing west, we couldn't avoid seeing the sad remnants of the old home place. In retrospect, I'm surprised that Grandpa didn't at least have the rubble removed, the ground leveled and re-seeded. It remained a haunting scar in our memories for years afterward. When the old home burned, something in all of us died.
Fortunately, in Kewanee, a handsome two-story residence on East Second Street was available. My grandparents purchased it and moved in. It was conveniently only two blocks east of the downtown area and provided them with an excellent home-office combination, living quarters above and office below.
Grandpa Clayton belonged to the Kewanee, Illinois, Chapter of the IOOF (Independent Order of Odd Fellows). So what does that have to do with his young grandson of five?
Grandpa may have been on the entertainment committee for IOOF Lodge in 1931, because he asked my mother if she'd approve my taking part in a satirical skit at the lodge's annual Christmas party. He insisted that it would be a minor role, and since I had performed before large audiences in song, he was certain I could handle it with ease. She agreed, but with some trepidation. We met Grandpa and a few of the committee in the large upstairs hall of the Odd Fellows Building downtown in mid-afternoon for a rehearsal.
I kept hearing the group referred to as the “odd fellows,” and it made me wonder. Both words were familiar to me even at my age and my curiosity was aroused. What was so odd about the fellows they were talking about? I kept my silence but my ears were alert for an answer.
Members had erected an enclosure about 8' x 8,' perhaps 7' high near the front of the hall. Its walls were made from a heavy cloth material with a basket weave, probably similar to what's called monk's cloth, which can't be seen through. At the center of both the front and back walls of the structure was a curtain that could be pulled aside to allow entry. A similar entryway was located at the rear of the enclosure to allow entrance or exit by unobserved performers. At the front, facing the enclosure on the stage, at least a hundred or more seats were arranged for an audience.
Years later, my mother informed me that alongside the doorway at the front, facing the audience, was a small sign that read, “B. A. Clayton, Chiropractor.” I doubt if she revealed that to me to begin with for fear its presence might have distracted me.
We rehearsed in the afternoon, with my mother and I sitting on chairs within the enclosure, well-hidden from an audience. My “lines” consisted of one word, which I was to yell out. I was introduced to a tall, hefty man who also would play a part. He was at least twice my height. I was instructed that I was to invite the man into our enclosure, be seated beside Mom and not say anything else. The man would do the rest. We rehearsed the skit a few times until Grandpa and the committee felt that everyone had their roles down pat. Mom and I went home and we rehearsed again until I had my simple part well-memorized.
In the evening, she drove me to the Odd Fellows Hall and we climbed the stairs to the huge room where the performance was to be held. When it neared time for us to take part in our skit, we were spirited into the enclosure through the rear entrance.
When the audience became quiet, I knew the tall man had walked slowly on stage. Grimacing in pain and holding one hip, he walked to a chair sitting out front and sat down. Then he groaned. My mother pointed to the front door and whispered my line into my ear and bade me take the stage. I drew the cloth aside and was momentarily surprised at the huge crowd out front. But I had performed before large groups as a singer, so was soon at ease. I stepped outside to where I knew the man would be seated and yelled, as loudly as my young soprano voice could manage, “Next!” That brought a laugh from the audience.
I feigned helping the man to his feet and he preceded me through the doorway into my “office.” I went over and sat next to Mom as we'd practiced. As in rehearsal, the man picked up a few brittle sticks from the floor, waited maybe fifteen seconds, then snapped a couple of the sticks in his brawny grip, followed by a loud groan. The audience laughed.
Then silence for just a few seconds, followed by more cracking and groaning. The laughter grew louder. I must have looked at Mom in puzzlement. She probably just grinned. I realize now that the breaking sticks no doubt were to simulate the sounds made by the manipulation of spinal bones. It may have continued for a time or two and the audience was roaring. My patient parted the opening, strode out of the enclosure with a big grin on his face, walking upright, stooping and bending without difficulty, completely “cured,” then walking briskly off stage to more applause and laughter from the crowd. I might have been introduced to the crowd for a curtain call, but have no memory of it.
Originating in England in the 1700s, the Odd Fellows was, and is now, a worldwide fraternal organization having over 10,000 lodges in 25 countries. In Kewanee and other communities, the IOOF's reason for existence was to involve themselves in altruistic and charitable acts, civil and philanthropic projects. But apparently, at least once a year, the members had a lot of fun, too.
Chapter 4
In the summer of 1931 my singing was becoming more widely known in the Kewanee area. I was invited to perform at several community functions and was urged to take part in talent contests, often walking off with a first or second place. My proud mother recorded these events in a private diary.
But as fall approached, it was time for me to begin my education. The Wethersfield Schools were only about four blocks south of where we lived. Cousin Richard Eshelman and I both entered Miss Ada Olson's first grade.
Elementary teachers in those years were invariably single women. Although I wasn't aware of it at the time, I learned later that there was a standing rule, at least in Illinois elementary schools, that they remain unmarried as long as they were teaching. As a result, those who accepted that agreement were more like “teaching nuns” and were just as competent and successful.
As a grade school student, I was in awe of the teachers. They knew their stuff. Most of them were products of a “normal school,” one created especially to train high school graduates to become teachers. The first normal school in Illinois was opened in 1861 near the village of North Bloomington, which was later renamed Normal in honor of the school. Eventually it became Illinois State University.
As for me, I didn't attend kindergarten. It's not clear whether my parents felt it unnecessary or whether the school didn't offer it. They may have figured that if we didn't have our basic social skills in order from neighborhood experiences by the time we got to first grade, there must be something seriously wrong with us. At any rate, I never felt deprived. I'd already aced Sandbox 101 on Mill Street.
Mom walked me the four blocks to school on my first day. Kids joined us along the way until we had accumulated quite a few others by the time we reached our destination. From that day on, we just all tagged along with the rest, following the older kids. The only place we had to cross Tenney Street was up near where the streetcar turned around, and I recall adult crossing guards being stationed there watching over us.
Each first grader had to have a small black slate and marker. The slate was a sort of mini-blackboard about 8” x 10” with a wooden frame. We printed our letters and numbers on it and carried it home with us at the end of each school day so we could practice. I'm glad we had the experience with them that first year, though, because we soon abandoned them for lined paper tablets and No.4 lead pencils, lead so hard that we, and the teacher, could barely read the printed product. The pencil shafts were unpainted, sort of a stained brown color. There was a tiny, almost pointed eraser at the upper end. I guess we weren't supposed to make mistakes.
Although my mother hadn't gotten beyond the 8th grade, she was well-schooled and knew the value of an education. She and I practiced together daily after school at the kitchen table.
That first year in school, I fell madly in love with a classmate, a raven-haired beauty named Anita Marshall. Trouble was, she didn't know I existed. She only had eyes for a well-dressed lad named Wayne. He and I were always competing for the best grades among the boys and he usually edged me out. That gave me two reasons to resent him.
We soon got into the serious business of schooling. Although there was already a concerted effort on the part of some educationists to subvert the process by which we learned to read with ease, most of our teachers were still bootlegging intensive systematic phonics into the classroom, thank God.
Our reading abilities grew steadily due to the solid phonics program Miss Olson used. Her teacher's manual was in her head. The rest came from chalk and chalkboard which she used with great skill.
In famous spy novel author and screenwriter Eric Ambler's autobiography, Here Lies Eric Ambler, he writes of his being taught in his early schooling in London to read by a phonetic method to which he responded well. His grandfather lived with them, and while he ate, Eric was encouraged to read the evening paper aloud to him. He writes:
“My first successfully delivered polysyllabic word was Me-di-ter-ra-ne-an. Grandpa was delighted and at once taught me another dazzling word, ca-pi-tal-ism.”
Intensive systematic phonics, well taught, inoculates the early student against illiteracy. Too many very bright youngsters are totally confused by the complicated “Look-See” (Look and Guess?) method used today despite whatever clever name it goes by.
But don't get me started.
By now it was obvious to me that my father had an intermittent problem, particularly on occasional Saturday nights when he would come stumbling in anywhere from 7 to 8 o'clock, too late for supper and prior to my going to bed. My mother would be getting nervous, occasionally parting a front curtain, looking out the window hoping to see our Model A driving up Mill Street hill. Eventually Mom had to admit to me that my father's problem was with alcohol. I needed answers.
“Well, why does he do that?” I asked.
“Daddy has gotten in with the wrong crowd.”
That really didn't tell me much, but I was too young to know how to follow up. As for her, it was obviously a devastating experience. What could she do? She felt completely helpless.
That next summer, in 1932, I became much better acquainted with my Eshelman cousins up on Church Street since that was only about three blocks from us. Mom and I walked up there sometimes to visit Aunt Vonda and the kids. If it was on Saturday, Vonda would be in the middle of baking bread. She routinely made eleven loaves at a time and these would last the family of seven an entire week. Homemade bread was a nutritious staple during the Depression years, particularly in large families such as theirs.
One afternoon, following a strong thunderstorm and rain shower, we were visiting the Eshelman family. Cousin Bill, who was about eight, took me outside and pointed to a cloud bank and a rainbow east of where we stood. He boasted to me that he could climb one side of that rainbow and then slide down the other side. I was in awe.
“Ya wanna see me?” he asked.
I nodded vigorously.
“Okay, you watch me real close, though, because I'll just look like a speck as I go by over the top.”
Each end of the rainbow was obscured by trees and houses. Bill ran across Church Street and disappeared behind some homes to the north. I fixed my gaze on the upper arch of the rainbow for fear I'd miss seeing him as he crossed over. I concentrated, looked and looked, but no Bill. After perhaps five minutes, he reappeared from behind some houses and trees, but this time to the south. He ran up to me, huffing and puffing.
“Didja see me?”
Downcast, I confessed I had not. He reasoned that I must not have been watching close enough and added that he was too tired to do it again.
This must have been the first time I remember being flimflammed by my cousin, but I believed him then. After all, he was older and much wiser. Bill was a great kidder during his life and could get by with most anything.
Time for school again that fall. The presidential campaign was heating up and even the kids were made aware of names like Franklin D. Roosevelt and Herbert Hoover, although we had little understanding of what it was all about.
Classes at Wethersfield, even in the lower grades, held mock elections just prior to voting day, possibly to give students an idea of what all the fuss would be about come November. It was a shrewd move, whether intentional or not. The school administration probably realized that we would ask our parents for advice, and then without exception, vote the way they would have. Roosevelt won the school election by a landslide, presaging his victory in November. The severity of the Depression had put the country in a mood to oust Hoover from office. Although Dad voted for FDR the first time around, he turned violently against him shortly afterward and never voted for him again. I never knew why until I read Amity Shlae's The Forgotten Man in 2007. But in 1932, the whole thing was too complicated for me to sort out.
Something of interest that occurred in our second grade was how we put into practice the principles of arithmetic (misidentified as “math” in today's parlance). We had pretty well mastered the art of simple addition and subtraction. One day the teacher set up a mock grocery store with mini-boxes of cereal and several other common items from store shelves. We took turns being storekeepers and customers. The items were priced and we bought and sold, handing over imitation coins and getting the “groceries” and change in return. What better way to reinforce our practice with numbers?
As a result of that and continual practice through the years, to this day I'm pretty adept at mental arithmetic. I hadn't thought much about it until I bought a take-home pizza one night several years ago. This was before computerized cash registers. The teen-age clerk told me it would be $13.47.
I gave her a twenty dollar bill and two pennies, commenting, “Betcha I'll get fifty-five cents and bills back.” Just braggin'. She gave me a puzzled look, opened the register drawer, then gave me two quarters, a dime and a nickel, plus a five and three ones.
I smiled and said, “You can keep the dime,” handed it to her and headed for the door.
Then the light went on in my head. I looked at the bills she'd given me and returned, explaining that she had given me too much in bills and gave her back two of the singles. That absolutely blew her mind. I explained that $13.47 from $20.02 was only $6.55, not $8.55. Her eyes glazed over. I was going to explain in simpler terms but felt that it was a lost cause. Anyway, their old cash drawer wouldn't be $2.00 short because of me that night. Fortunately, they married calculators and computers into cash drawers and simplified the process for clerks.
Every six weeks or so, Wethersfield School had a special night when parents visited their child's classroom, met and spoke with their teachers. They saw their child's most successful papers and drawings displayed on the walls and blackboard. The teachers were available to answer any queries about their youngster's progress and deportment. We kids were not invited to those sessions, so I stayed with the Eshelman children while our parents were at school reviewing our work.
On one of those occasions, Cousin Bill got out an old phonograph player from an upstairs bedroom closet. It was one designed by the famous inventor, Thomas Alva Edison, who had died the previous year. He had 1093 patents to his name, including the electric light bulb and the phonograph, just for starters.
This phonograph was spring-operated, wound by a crank. Rather than a flat, disc-shaped record, it used a black tubular type that slipped onto a small, metal, cylindrical-shaped drum. The sound emerged from a large trumpet-like horn shaped like a huge morning glory flower.
One of our favorite records was, “Come, Josephine, in my flying machine going up she goes, up she goes. Balance yourself like a bird on a beam in the air she goes. There she goes!…” We were easily entertained those days. Life was too interesting for us to become bored.
Uncle Mac also had one of the very early short wave radio receivers. It was a primitive device by today's standards, but Mac spent a lot of his evening hours wearing a set of headphones, carefully maneuvering the large tuning dials. We kids would sometimes fiddle with it when Mac wasn't around but all we could get was irritating static. Such was the state of the art of radio then, or actually our lack of ability to tune the monster properly.
Soon after the election, we moved closer to the center of Kewanee, to a tiny little furnished rent house near the corner of Lyle Street and Burr Boulevard. It was catty-cornered across from the elementary school I attended in the second half of my second grade. Grandma Clayton always referred to the bungalow as the “doll's house.” It was that small.
I remember it with great fondness, however. Everything was handier. It was only about a four or five block walk up to the heart of the downtown district and to Grandpa's office, and not all that far to my other Eshelman cousins. My only disappointment was in leaving Cousin Bill and his siblings. But spending more time at Uncle Jim's with the other cousins helped make up for it. Also, by now I'd lost interest in Anita Marshal, so I didn't moon around over the move.
But here was a new neighborhood, a new school, new playmates, and life was good for a young lad. I made friends easily and soon discovered the game of marbles. For a nickel or a dime you could get a handful of those fascinating small glass orbs along with a colorful “shooter.”
I learned how to shoot accurately and either competed with the other lads in a big ring about a yard in diameter scratched in the dirt, or in games where you had to “lag” toward a small depression in the dirt you made with the heel of your shoe.
Schoolwork came easy to me. Reading was no problem and arithmetic was a snap. I found myself reading everything in sight, even our local newspaper, the Kewanee Star-Courier, which in those days was written and published for the adult reader. Oh, I didn't understand all of the words because many of them were not in my listening and speaking vocabulary, but I could pronounce them well, sometimes with the accent on the wrong syllable. That was the beauty of phonics. Once you had mastered the very basics, learning to read was at an end. From that time on it was just practice, practice, practice. My mother and father, neither of which had gone beyond the 8th grade, were able to explain the meaning of most of the more difficult words. And so, my vocabulary grew.
My closest pal that year was the son of a well-to-do family who lived in a huge house on Main Street. It was truly a mansion by our standards. He invited me to visit him. I never knew what his father did or whether they were affected much by the Depression but their standard of living indicated they were virtually immune to the tribulations that most of us were suffering.
This lad reminded me a lot of a younger Mickey Rooney or Mickey McGuire, a couple of tough, pugnacious kids in the movies. Trouble was, we were both sweet on Ellen, a blonde charmer in our class, but I wasn't about to reveal my feelings for her. Our friendship could have ended abruptly, perhaps with my eye blackened for good measure.
Winter came with a vengeance that year. It was interesting to open the front door in the early morning to get the quart of milk left on the porch by the milkman. Our milk was not homogenized, so the cream always rose to the top of the glass bottle, in the 3-4” upper section. It was not uncommon to find the cream frozen into a two inch high icy column, pushed up out of the narrower neck of the bottle with its little cardboard cap perched perkily on top.
Dad was still working at Kelly Motor Co. but his job was pretty shaky. The Depression simply wouldn't go away and it was worsening. Nevertheless, it was Kelly who gave each of his employees a big box of mixed chocolates for Christmas. I had a sweet tooth and made out fine.
Santa Claus was very good to me that year. He brought me a big set of Tinker Toys. They were made up of wooden sticks (1/4” wooden dowels, from 1” to 10 or 12” long) and wooden knobs with which to connect the pieces together. In later years, remembering the fun that set provided me, I asked my mother whether she recalled what it cost them.
“Ninety-nine cents plus tax,” she answered without hesitation. She had a good memory, too.
If the poor economy didn't allow me to have lots of toys, with a little imagination and ingenuity, a child my age could create his own playthings. With a little help from an easy-to-follow set of instructions and diagrams in the booklet that came with my Tinker Toy set, I could construct windmills, fire trucks, airplanes, most anything. The set moved all around Illinois with us during our vagabond days. I never tired of the challenge of working with it. When I had finished a project, I admired it, played with it, and when tired of it, pulled it all apart and looked in the booklet for another challenge. If nothing interested me, I'd dream up something.
The spring of 1932 couldn't come early enough for me. Times were still very hard. People picked up a little extra cash by selling ten cent packages of garden seeds or tins of salve in an attempt to make a few cents profit on each sale. People used salve ointments to cure most everything: sores, cuts, bruises, rashes. The malady or wound had to be pretty serious if you felt you needed (or could afford) a doctor. I was sent out into the neighborhood peddling seeds, but since many others were doing the same, competition was fierce and the market was overrun with amateur salespersons.
Although our house was tiny, the back yard was of fairly good size. With seeds left over from the ones I couldn't sell—most of them—Dad decided to put them to use. Raising food for the table made sense, so he dug up a large patch behind the house, seeded it, and we became gardeners. It must have been a good year for it because we were blessed with a bumper crop of carrots, green beans, tomatoes, and other fresh and healthy vegetables. In fact, we had such a surplus that it made sense to see if there was a market for it in the neighborhood. Since we couldn't afford a wagon for me to use, we borrowed one from a neighbor boy.
Mom got up early one Saturday morning, baked cookies, dug, picked and cleaned vegetables. She arranged things neatly in the wagon, told me what to charge and off I went, figuring to return with a lot of jingle in my pockets. I don't recall what the veggies went for but her homemade cookies ran twenty-five cents a dozen.
But again, going door-to-door was soon disappointing. Several were no doubt raising vegetables in their own back yard gardens and most wives were good cooks, particularly when it came to desserts. Money was still very tight and people were holding onto every penny, never knowing whether the next week or month would even be worse. I'm certain I sold one bunch of carrots and probably two dozen cookies, but took the rest home with me, discouraged.
Between 1930 and 1932, the national unemployment rates increased from five million to around 12 million. The country and its citizens were in the doldrums with no relief in sight. But, there was always a bright side. Lads my age could always grab their shooters and their bags of “mibbies” and head for the sounds of boys arguing and yelling, “No fair!” or “No fudgin'!” over games of marbles.
My curiosity those days was almost insatiable. My mother had an old Singer treadle sewing machine that operated by foot power. It had a long flat drawer which faced the operator at just about lap level. It contained several small compartments with all sorts of goodies to poke around through, wooden and metal spools and bobbins, I learned later. There were also two larger stacked drawers at either side with contents that challenged my imagination.
But one strange thing that puzzled me in one of the side drawers was an object that is difficult for me to even describe. It was made of wood, about four inches long, slender in the middle, and larger, somewhat bulbous on one end. On the other end was a brass colored metal disc that looked almost like an oval-shaped coin, twice as thick as a nickel, but more oblong than round. On the very end of it was a sort of carved out portion that contained the metal imprint of a very fancy capital letter.
I took it to my mother and asked, “What's this, Momma?”
She looked at it and said, “It's something they used years ago to seal letters that people sent to one another.”
Well that didn't make any sense to me at all.
My puzzlement must have shown because she continued, “Here, let me show you.”
She went to the sewing machine and rummaged through the drawers until she came up with a dark-reddish stick of something that reminded me of hardened wax, about as big around as a man's little finger and perhaps three inches long. She found a small unused, already-sealed white envelope and obtained a wooden match we used to call a kitchen match. Then we sat at the kitchen table and she turned the envelope upside down, lit the match and held the flame to one end of the stick she was holding in her left hand. The stick began to melt slowly and she allowed the drops to fall onto the envelope at the pointed end of the flap.
Then she explained. “They call this sealing wax. It was used to seal envelopes shut before they came up with sticky flaps that we had to lick.”
When a pretty good pool of it had collected at the point, she took the object I'd found and with the wooden handle, pressed the metal end into the softened wax, holding it there until the wax had cooled and become firm, then slowly withdrew the object. The cooled wax sealed the flap closed and left a perfectly-formed capital letter in Old Edwardian style imprinted within the wax.
“It makes an old-fashioned capital‘C' that stands for ‘Clayton,'” she said proudly, admiring her work.
She allowed me to try it once or twice myself until I got the hang of it. It must have been given to her by my Grandma Clayton.
How nice it would have been if I could have held onto it. It certainly would have been a collectors item, and something I could have passed on to one of my own children.
Chapter 5
Radio programs made up a large part of our entertainment There were several fifteen-minute daily children's programs and I wouldn't miss them: “Jack Armstrong, The All-American Boy” (sponsored by Wheaties), “The Secret Three” (sponsored by Quaker Oats), and “Skippy,” just to name a few. “Let's Pretend” was a great half hour kids' program that aired on Saturday mornings.
The newspaper comic strips always captured my interest. “The Katzenjammer Kids” was a favorite. In another, we were always relieved when Hairbreadth Harry was able to rescue Belinda, a fair maiden, from the clutches of the black cape-clad villain, who afterward would always mumble, “Curses! Foiled again!” as he skulked away in the final frame.
Occasionally Mom would scrape up a dime for me and I'd head for a movie. Kids preferred the Saturday afternoon matinees because they always started with a solid hour of cartoons before the main feature began. Mickey Mouse was big then. It wasn't unusual to see a large pack of ragamuffins trailing older siblings, wending their way to the Peerless Theater on Saturday afternoons.
At one point we heard about a scary new movie that was coming to town. King Kong was the story of a gigantic gorilla in Africa who was smitten with a blonde beauty. It was the Jurassic Park of its day. We just had to see it.
One of my song performances that year of 1933 sticks in my mind. A talent program was scheduled for a local auditorium. My role involved being dressed up in “black face,” an all white outfit, bow tie, shoes, cane and white straw hat. My black makeup consisted of burnt cork, the standard makeup for such parts. I was not amused by it, and it was hell to wash off.
My musical number was “St. Louis Blues,” a popular song of the day, containing “darky" lyrics:
Ah hates ta see, dat ebenin sun go down;
Hates ta see, dat ebenin sun go down;
Cuz mah Baby, she dun lef dis town.
Twaren't fo powdah, and fo sto-bought hayuh;
Dat gal o mine, she woon't hab gone nowheah, No, Suh!
Got da St. Looie Blues jes as blue as ah
can be…. (Well, you get the idea.)
Dad got laid off at Kelly Motor Company that summer. We were pretty well living from hand to mouth. Having no luck in finding other work in Kewanee, a town of about twenty thousand, he decided to see what some of the other larger communities nearby had to offer. Dad bought a bus ticket to Galesburg, Illinois, a town of almost thirty thousand about forty miles away. He told Mom that he would send a postcard when he got work and then we could join him. I'm sure my grandparents probably helped the two of us survive during the interval because there was modest rent to pay and a need for food to keep us going.
It was several weeks before the postcard arrived. Dad had finally found work at a large Firestone Tire and Rubber Company facility and located a modest upstairs furnished apartment over a mom and pop grocery store on the southeast corner of Fremont and Farnham Streets in Galesburg. Mom and I loaded our meager belongings into our modest old coupe and drove to Galesburg to join him.
Life improved for a while. Dad had a fairly decent job with sufficient salary to pay rent, keep us fed, and finance his occasional forays to his favorite neighborhood tavern. But jobs were always in jeopardy.
Access to our apartment was obtained through a door at the rear of the building. Only a few feet ahead was an open doorway leading to a steep set of stairs to the basement. To get to our apartment, we had to enter the back door, take a sidestep to the right and then climb the stairs.
One evening when Dad was coming home from work late after several schooners of beer, he was not navigating too accurately. Upon stumbling through the back door, instead of sidestepping to the right, he continued straight ahead and went flying through the open doorway and into the basement. Fortunately, he was almost unconscious anyway, so like a lifeless gunny sack full of potatoes he fell headfirst into the dark abyss, striking the lid of an old Maytag washing machine with his head, snapping the lid off at the hinges. He wound up like a bundle of rumpled clothes alongside the washer. Dewey, the landlord, heard the racket and went to investigate. Dad was out like a light, not moving.
Dewey called my mother and together they went to Dad's assistance. I was in the apartment and unaware of the drama. Somehow they brought him to and together managed to get him up the basement and upper steps into our apartment. They saw to his damage which apparently wasn't too bad except for a heroic knot on his forehead. What kept him from having a fractured skull or broken neck I'll never know.
A reminiscence of this period wouldn't be complete without mentioning the hobos that traveled the land during the Great Depression. These were young men, older men and even heads of families who were “on the bum,” desperately trying to find any type of employment. They'd perform any task, common labor, anything, even for just an occasional sandwich. They often congregated in what was then known as “hobo jungles.” These were often wooded areas where they could be partly hidden from sight, start a campfire and maybe heat a can of beans. Sometimes a few of them would pool their modest food supplies, putting whatever they had into a common pot and divide the mixture among those present.
The jungles were usually very near railroad tracks, providing easy access to freight train cars slowly entering or leaving town. It was called “riding the rails.” They'd hop on one, then drop off as they entered the outskirts of the next town lest they encounter railroad dicks (detectives) and their vicious billy clubs in the rail switching yards. When that happened, they often wound up with a bloodied head, in jail, or both.
At Galesburg, in between the triangular area bordered by Fremont Street and the railroad tracks, was a lower area with a freshwater creek running through it. It made a perfect place for a hobo jungle. My friends and I could see one across the street as we walked to and from our nearby elementary school. Our parents always cautioned us to stay on the side of the street opposite of the hobo jungle. Occasionally there would be a few men milling around a campfire.
I can never remember seeing any of them smile, nor hear any sounds of laughter. They were about as far down as a man could get. At other times, returning from school, we'd notice that the site was empty. Several of us boys would cross the road, go down into the area and snoop around. We were very careful because it was scary and we didn't want to risk an encounter with any of these brooding, ghostly men.
As poor as families were, most had a small, inexpensive radio. It was the one thing that may have helped them maintain a sense of equilibrium and sanity. Except for news reports, the programs were usually on the lighter side, upbeat, comedies or with music, pure entertainment. I recall Eddie Cantor, a Jewish singer-comedian, having his own radio show on Sunday nights. In most homes everything stopped for the Cantor Show. There were songs, jokes, laughter, and at the end he always closed the program with a warm, serious song:
I love to spend, this hour with you;
As friend-to-friend, I'm sorry it's through;
I'm telling you, just how I feel.
I hope you feel, that way, too.
Let's make a date, for next Sunday night.
I'm here to state, 'twould be my delight,
To sing again, bring again, the things you'd want me to.
I love to spend, these moments with you.
Television for the masses was still over twenty years away, but radio and the daily and Sunday newspapers helped keep us informed. They also brought us humorous and dramatic stories in the comics sections. We had the exciting adventures of detective “Dick Tracy” and his heartthrob, Tess Trueheart.
But it wasn't long before the 1930s version of Star Wars appeared. “Flash Gordon in the Planet Mongo” was a new thrill for young lads. We had never seen anything like it before. It was a science-fiction strip drawn by the very talented cartoonist Alex Raymond. The hero, Flash, was accompanied by a stunning brunette, Dale Arden, and the mysterious Dr. Zarkhov who complicated the plot, at least at the beginning.
As Raymond's artistic talents grew over the years, his scantily-clad female characters dressed in harem-type costumes added considerably to our sex education…. well, superficially, at least. That was pretty racy stuff for young lads in the 1930s.
And we always had the movies. At our ages we could still get into the theaters for ten cents. So when we scraped up a dime, that was another way of spending our time and experiencing another wonderland that helped send our imaginations soaring.
Again, there was always an older sibling or two who were given the responsibility of watching over the younger kids. Those of them like me, without older sisters or brothers, just tagged along with the others. The leaders would set off with us down the railroad tracks into town. It was the shortest way. I tagged along on two occasions and was treated to Tarzan, the Fearless, an exciting jungle story starring Buster Crabbe. Another movie we saw was titled Alice in Wonderland, a fantasy loosely based on a children's literature classic by Lewis Carroll. His books were generally categorized as literary nonsense, but we were mesmerized by this “Alice” film production nonetheless.
Good things sometimes come to an end abruptly, and Dad was laid off at Firestone. It was prior to Christmas, which made things even worse. He left the old coupe with my mother and bought another bus ticket, this time aiming for an even larger community, promising again to send a postcard when he found steady work and lodgings. We would be vagabonds again.
The traditional post card arrived around New Year's as I recall. It urged us to visit him in Peoria, a city of about 100,000, sixty miles southeast of Galesburg, and lying along the Illinois River. He had found a fairly good job as a hydraulic brake mechanic at Larkin Oil Company and wanted us to help him look for an apartment. Dad was a likable rascal, made friends easily, and Joe Middleman, the manager at Larkins, felt he would fit into the organization well.
Mom and I drove through light snow to Peoria, and with Dad, found modest, furnished living quarters in a dwelling on the south side of town a couple of blocks off South Jefferson Street, a main artery that ran through the city. Owned (or managed) by a man and his sister, it was one story, divided down the middle, with them on one side and our small efficiency apartment on the other. It was also only about three blocks from my next school where I would complete the last half of my third year.
The apartment wouldn't be ready for perhaps a week, so Mom and I drove through more wintry weather on the way back to Galesburg. It had snowed during the night again and the roads and streets were becoming more treacherous. It was late afternoon when we arrived. Hungry and tired, we decided to pick up something inexpensive to eat.
There was a disheveled, bundled up man along the roadside as we approached the downtown district. He was standing next to a crude little cart, peddling hot tamales. There were no takers as far as we could see. Peddlers sometimes offered apples. It was another common sight during the Depression.
But tamales didn't appeal to us just then, so we continued into the downtown where a Coney Island restaurant specialized in hot dogs heaped with chopped onions. We bought a sack containing two and headed back toward our apartment.
I was a “shorty” at that age, just turned eight, and had the bad habit of sitting up on the front edge of the seat so I could see everything. Seat belts were a thing of the future, so we were both unsecured. Mom was going a little too fast for the snowy conditions, and when she turned onto Farnham, the street leading to our apartment, the old coupe began to skid. She had apparently applied full brakes, so they locked, were ineffective, and the car became uncontrollable. Helpless, we slid around the corner and hit the only fire hydrant in sight, head on.
Although those old cars were built like Sherman tanks, with heavy steel construction, the hydrant refused to budge. It stopped us dead in our tracks, and I flew forward head first into the windshield which was not made of safety glass. The windshield exploded. Glass shards cut me through the right eyebrow and made a small y-shaped gash next to the inner side of the bridge of my nose, less than a half inch from my right eye. Blood supply to the face is extensive, and I began losing it rapidly.
We turned to look at each other, both in a state of momentary shock. Mom had hit the steering wheel but was no more than bruised. She told me later that my face, in an instant, was a mass of blood. Her shocked look caused me to glance down. The white sheepskin-lined collar of my jacket was turning crimson.
A car that had been following us more carefully pulled in behind our accident and stopped. The man quickly assessed the situation and told us to get into his car. He drove us into downtown where he knew a doctor that would still be in his office. This on a Sunday, mind you. The doctor used a very small metal clamp to close off the y-shaped gash which was bleeding the heaviest. Then he just pulled the edges of the eyebrow cut together, stabilized it with a small adhesive bandage and cleaned up my face. My jacket was a mess. Our Good Samaritan waited throughout the entire procedure and drove us to our apartment.
The coneys? Well, Mom carried the sack with us to the doctor's office and then back to the apartment. We had cold hot dogs for our evening meal. They tasted pretty good, anyway. I still bear the scars from the accident, but after nearly seventy-six years they've faded considerably and are hardly visible.
I don't recall how badly the coupe was damaged, but it must not have been extensive. A replaced windshield and perhaps a realigned front end would probably have taken care of it. The expense wouldn't have helped our meager budget, however.
Very early in 1934 we moved to Peoria and I was enrolled in the last half of my third grade at a nearby school. Miss Sullivan, our teacher, was built like a Notre Dame fullback. She taught a class that was half third grade and half fourth. There were about forty of us in the room, a standard number in those days. She taught our side of the room our lessons while the other side, in fourth grade, practiced their material or read, then she switched the procedure. She did this alone, no teacher's assistant. Discipline? No problem, believe me. But I was to have a taste of it before long.
I was fairly sharp, usually got my practices done early and then listened to what she was giving the other side, so I got a double-dose and a sneak preview of what would be expected of me in fourth grade.
I quickly buddied up with a young lad named Guy. He sat immediately ahead of me in class. We became inseparable, went everywhere and did everything together. And it was during this period that we first became aware of a few “nasty” words. We didn't much know what they meant, but there were some hints and rumors and we used our inexperienced imaginations.
One day after I had finished practicing some taught material, and before Miss Sullivan had finished with the other class and returned to us, the idea occurred to me to make up the front page of a newspaper on a blank sheet of paper. The arch criminal/bank robber/murderer John Dillinger was much in the news. So I selected him to grace my banner headline, identifying his carnal actions with some ladies in plain gutter language. DILLINGER FUCKS THREE WOMEN (upper case, of course), only vaguely understanding what I had done. Although I was eight years old in 1934, that word just caused us to snicker. Most of the boys our age were pretty ignorant about the lurid details.
I nudged Guy in front of me and showed him the paper with a grin and some degree of pride. He read the headline, feigned horror, and got a sly grin on his face. Then he arose from his desk and took the paper to the front of the classroom. He gave my front page to Miss Sullivan and returned to his seat. Instinctively, I got a really bad feeling about that. Our teacher glanced at the paper briefly and blanched. My heart sank. She turned our way and impaled us with her glance. Then without raising her voice…
“Bert, you and Guy stay after school.”
Well, believe me, it was a long time until the dismissal bell rang, ending the school day for the others.
When the classroom was empty except for the three of us, she said, “Go out into the cloakroom and wait for me.”
We followed her instructions, struck dumb, unable even to exchange a word to each other. Suddenly she appeared carrying a sturdy paddle. I sized it up and judged it to be at least two feet long, perhaps three inches wide and about half an inch thick. My heart sank. This would be my first experience with a paddling at school and I wasn't looking forward to it.
She bade Guy bend over, and she laid the wood to him, three strokes, solidly. His face reddened and the tears welled in his eyes, but he managed to remain silent except maybe for a whimper. He may have received punishment for being a tattler. Then she motioned to me. Since I was the main offender, would I receive more?
I bent over, gritting my teeth. One! Ooh, that smarted! Two! The sting of the first seemed to help numb the discomfort of the second, but not much. Three! Oh, damn, that one really hurt! Then she stopped. But why did it seem so much more painful for me than it did for him? I waited for more but none were forthcoming. Tears were streaming down my face. I had paid the price for my foolishness.
Miss Sullivan excused us. We were quiet, but sniffling, as we left the school yard. Now all that was necessary for us was to kill some time until we could settle down and let our reddened eyes return to normal before going home.
We knew better than to complain to our parents in the 1930s, or even relate the incident. The first thing they would do would be to ask, “Well, what did you do to deserve it?” We didn't lie very well then, but I certainly couldn't have told the truth. That would have brought me a real paddling. No threats to the teacher or the principal. No threats of any lawsuits. You paid the price at home.
But why did my paddling seem so much more painful than his? I reached back and began rubbing my right gluteus which stung like hell. But I could feel a bulge through the right rear pocket of my overalls. What's this?
Digging into my pocket I encountered something sharp, pulled it out and discovered a small ten cent Tootsietoy airplane made of molded pot metal. It was broken into two pieces and not from sitting on it. No wonder the paddling hurt me more than it did Guy.
After killing some time, we were able to go to our homes and not have our red-rimmed eyes give us away. For some odd reason, the episode did not chill our friendship. It was just a costly and painful lesson to be remembered.
Miss Sullivan never mentioned the incident again, being convinced, I'm certain, that she had gotten her message across. She treated us just as she had before the incident, firm but fair. What a classy dame! Oh, I faced the paddle again three years later and twenty miles up the river. But that's another story.
About the time our winter weather began to moderate, Miss Sullivan laid down another marker to our third grade section of her class. We were told in no uncertain terms that we were expected to memorize the multiplication tables (multiplication facts in today's parlance) up through the 12s. Today's educationists would catch their breath in horror at the cruel and inhuman punishment this would have inflicted on us. I just smile.
It looked like a daunting task, but at the time, we didn't realize that the young brain is a magnificent computer with lots of unused memory. Many were the afternoons after school when Mom would sit down with me at the kitchen table and have me recite the exercises over and over. Naturally, we all resented it because we could just as well have been outside playing. But before we knew it, within a week or so, we had them down cold, up through the “twelve times” tables, followed by practice, practice, practice, in the schoolroom. They became burned into our memories. (A few years ago I stumbled onto Michael Knox Beran's treatise, “In Defense of Memorization” in an Internet search. It's an outstanding handling of the subject. I recommend it.)
Chapter 6
Also in 1934, our radio entertainment for youngsters began to get really interesting. Following the appearance of “Buck Rogers in the 25th Century,” “Tarzan of the Apes” and “Little Orphan Annie” in the newspaper comics, radio stations began to air daily fifteen-minute serials with those same titles and plots. There were hardly any kids who didn't have their ear glued to the radio for these programs. We didn't need television. We could actually envision the action in our mind's eye. We had to. Imagination was a wonderful thing.
Not to be outdone, some enterprising publishers began to reprint these adventures in an inexpensive oddly-dimensioned book form called “Big Little Books.” They measured about 3-1/2” x 4” and 2” thick, printed on pulp paper with colorful cardboard covers. The printed commentary was on the left inside pages and the comic illustrated panels on the right. They reprinted “Mickey Mouse,” “Flash Gordon,” “Tarzan,” “Buck Rogers” and numerous other dramatic and comic titles. The books sold for ten cents each, a real bargain. They helped expand our vocabularies and increased our interest in reading in general. We loved them and swapped them avidly.
Once school was out in the summer, my friends and I explored our part of town. South Jefferson Street was the main drag. Electrically-powered street cars ran virtually the entire length of it on the south side of Peoria. There was a tavern on Jefferson near our neighborhood, and we often found beer bottle caps lying on the sidewalk outside the front door. One of the older kids showed us how to make large imitation coins from them by digging the cork sealer out of the top of the caps with a pocket knife and laying them on the streetcar tracks until one came rumbling by. With all of that weight, the caps were smashed perfectly flat, about the diameter of a fifty cent piece, but much thinner. After the car had passed, we'd retrieve our “coins,” pocket them and pretend that we had somehow or other added to our wealth. They even jingled together in our pockets as we walked along.
In early summer, my parents located another furnished apartment, this time in a blue-collar neighborhood at 1009 North Jefferson, clear over on the other side of town. It was much more convenient to Dad's work. Less than a mile from Larkin Oil Co., he could walk to work, thereby saving car expense. Better yet, our school was now only two houses south of us and across the street.
Mr. & Mrs. Light managed the large two-story apartment house. They had one child, Bob, and we immediately became fast friends. Upon entering the building, their apartment opened to the right and ours to the left. A stairway led to two other apartments on the second floor.
We settled in quickly. Mom bought a small fish bowl and a few inexpensive tropical fish called guppies from a five and ten cent store downtown. It added some life to the place.
Ours was what they called an efficiency apartment with one very large room in which almost everything was arranged except a small kitchenette and bathroom. Strangest of all was the master bed, full-sized, the only bed in the apartment. It was called a Murphy Bed, obviously designed by a man named Murphy. It was secured by hinges inside the wall. When not in use, it was capable of being lifted vertically by the foot end and then stored inside the ample wall space. A pair of doors were then closed in front of it, hiding it from view.
Of course the main drawback of having only one bed was that all three of us had to sleep in it with me in the middle. In retrospect, this may have made things somewhat awkward for my parents. But where there's a will, there's a way.
Unfortunately, along with the Murphy Bed, we inherited some unwelcome visitors that were quickly discovered during our first night after turning in. We had never had any experience with what were then known as “bed bugs.” But all too soon we knew we had company, obviously left by the previous renters. We'd never had them before.
It was clear that something had to be done, and quickly. Joe Middleman, Dad's boss, urged us to contact an exterminator without delay and stay with him and his wife until the problem was resolved. Since the workers used poisonous chemicals to eradicate the bugs, their effects could be hazardous to us, too. We accepted Joe's generous offer and stayed with them in their lovely home in another part of town for two nights. When we returned, our intruders were dead, but so were Mom's guppies. She could have parked them with Mrs. Light for a couple of days, but never gave it a thought. Nevertheless, that ended our first and only bed bug problem.
Before leaving the Middleman's and returning to our apartment, Joe, ever generous, and whose only son was around eighteen, asked me if I would like a desk-size Webster's Dictionary. Surprised and delighted, I jumped at the chance. It became a companion to me and a source of great wisdom all throughout the rest of my elementary and high school days. I referred to it often.
Not long after receiving it, though, I was looking through some of the pages in the back and encountered a section dealing with abbreviations of names. This intrigued me and I began to browse through it. When I reached the “B's,” I soon spotted my first name, Bert. To my surprise, the only definition it referred to was “dim.” Looking that word up in the “D” section, I found:
“dim 1. not bright, clear, or distinct; dull, obscure, etc. 2. not seeing, hearing, or understanding clearly. 3. stupid.”
It included some other references I didn't understand, but I understood “stupid.”
But why? My grades had always been excellent, well above average, and continued to be so as I proceeded through the rest of my elementary grades. My naturally sensitive nature took it to heart. I was crushed and I carried that albatross around my neck as did the Ancient Mariner until a few years later when I discovered “dim” was also an abbreviation for “diminutive,” and could refer to a shortening of a name, an abbreviation. Albert, Ethelbert and Bertram were often referred to as just plain “Bert.” My future began to look considerably brighter and my mental burden was left behind.
There was virtually a whole summer ahead of me and the neighborhood was full of kids. What a time we had. For a dime we could buy a box of modeling clay and fashion it into cars, airplanes, numerous objects limited only by the extent of our imaginations. Simple water pistols only cost twenty-five cents, and the ammunition for them was free. With an old deck of cards we played the simple game of “War!” by the hour. We spent many days reading dime pulp magazines starring such heroes as “The Shadow” and “G-8 and His Battle Aces.” Weren't we bored? Surely you jest.
We even got into some serious rock-throwing wars with some kids down the block. Maybe it might have been the beginning of neighborhood gangs, but on a minor scale. We were pretty lousy shots, so no one was ever hurt, except on one occasion.
There was a huge multi-car garage at the alley in back of our apartment house. It was a very old two-story structure, no doubt used to house horses and horse-driven buggies in the old days. The era of the horse and buggy was long gone, but the building remained. It had an immense upstairs loft, no longer used for the storage of hay for the horses. The huge loft was the perfect place for a clubhouse and we put it to good use.
One day a bunch of kids came down the alley and challenged our guys to a rock fight. Since we had stored enough ammunition to fight back, we accepted their challenge. There was a sliding door in the upper loft facing the alley. One of us slid it part way open while two or three of us would throw missiles at our tormentors below. While it was open, though, they threw rocks back up at us. This went on for perhaps ten minutes with no casualties. The next time the door was opened, Bob Light stepped into the opening to throw a rock.
The timing was perfect and one thrown from below struck him smartly over his left eyebrow, opening a medium-sized gash. As usual, even the smallest wound to the face results in a bloody mess. When they spotted blood, the enemy took off in all directions and the war was over.
We escorted Bob downstairs to his apartment and Mrs. Light called a doctor. It was a primitive time. Doctors made house calls. Bob's worried friends gathered around him as the physician ministered to him. Out came the old metal clamp and specially made pliers to close the wound.
That event pretty well put a stop to our rock wars.
An odd story made the rounds among the boys about that old two-story garage building. Peoria had a reputation of being “Little Chicago” insofar as Mob activity was concerned. Gambling and bootleg alcohol was big business in the Roaring Twenties and early thirties, and the criminal element controlled the action with an iron fist. Competition between mobster groups was vicious and bloody.
The tale was told about a local thug who used to park his car in one of the garages behind Light's. On a particular day when he went to get his car, he slid open one of the huge garage doors only to be met by a shotgun blast to his face, terminating his life and his criminal career on the spot. Apparently his slayer was never caught. The Mob had the reputation of being very careful, but very efficient.
Only one of our neighborhood boys had a bicycle. He liked to ride it around on the concrete school yard across from our corner. The rest of us would follow him over there and watch him, green with envy. Occasionally, if there were only a few of us, he would let us take turns riding it, but only for a short while. It was a 28” wheeled bike. My short legs could hardly reach the pedals, but by sliding by butt across the crude little leather saddle from side to side, I managed to maneuver it. It would be another year and another town before I would have a bike of my own.
Sex education from parents for children in the 1930s was a hit and miss proposition which often amounted to no education at all. Unlike today's school teachers, ours were mute on the subject. The fact that in some families a baby suddenly appeared overnight might lead a small youngster to ask a parent, “Mom, where do babies come from?” Honestly, I can't ever recall asking that question of my mother, nor do I ever remember being curious about it since I was an only child. But some of my friends must have experienced it because the way they told it was, “Mom says, ‘Well, we don't talk about that!' then just walks off.” End of subject.
Many of us had a hunch or two, but no evidence to back it up. Then came the Popeye “dirty books” and several others like it.
Our family coupe was always parked out behind our apartment house on North Jefferson Street in Peoria. Quite often two or three of us lads, having nothing better to do at the moment, would pile into the old buggy, take turns wrestling the steering wheel while the others made powerful motor sounds. But one day, one of my friends brought sex education to our coupe in the form of a Popeye booklet. As the lad described it, he was rummaging in his parents' belongings one day while they were away and stumbled onto it.
Popeye the Sailor comic strips in the newspapers, drawn by the very talented cartoonist Elsie Segar, were extremely popular diversions for both young and old. But some crafty artist, no doubt out of work, cleverly plagiarized Segar's Popeye character and his sidekick, Wimpy, to satisfy the prurient interests of some of his adult readers. The little 4” x 6” booklets he drew were peopled with Popeye, Wimpy, and always a bevy of buxom young women, invariably in the nude.
This particular booklet held our rapt attention as we flipped through the pages. We ogled the illustrations and read the commentaries enclosed in dialogue balloons. Popeye and Wimpy were attending a nudist camp picnic in a remote wooded area. We were entranced. It showed cartoons of the two men, in the raw, cavorting in heated pursuit of several young, nubile woodland nymphs.
Popeye was obviously “well-endowed” and Wimpy much less so. The ladies were all gathered around Popeye but ignoring his friend. Disappointed, Wimpy was hunting for more receptive game in the bushes and stumbled onto a nest of wasps. Their rage led them to sting him painfully on his nether parts, causing them to swell enormously. As he ran pell-mell from the woods in great pain, the girls spotted his remarkable condition and set off in hot pursuit of him, leaving Popeye in unfulfilled frustration. End of episode. The little booklets left nothing to the imagination. I guess you could describe it as some of the porn of The Thirties. It was a truly bizarre method by which to learn about some of the more lurid facts of life.
One day a man came walking into our neighborhood with a professional photographer's camera, a pony and cowboy outfit. For a dollar he took my picture on the pony, dressed in full costume, cowboy hat, chaps and bandana. The only thing I lacked was a gun and holster on my right hip. Although a dollar was a lot of money then, Mom couldn't resist, and I still have the photo in my collection of me on a pony, dressed to the nines.
Mom loved to window shop at big department stores downtown and wander the aisles even though she couldn't afford to shop. But the real thrill for me came when she and I would walk into the huge Block & Kuhl Co. Department Store. It had at least seven floors, but paradise for me was the 5th floor, where its gigantic toy department was located year-round. While Mom was looking and fantacizing elsewhere in the store, my attention was riveted in what I decided was Santa's warehouse. I'd wander bug-eyed up and down the aisles, wishing, with an occasional clerk eyeing me with dark suspicion. But Mom always cautioned me not to handle any toys, only to “Look, but don't touch!” It wasn't easy, believe me.
Later, I would sometimes walk the mile downtown alone and ride the elevator to the 5th floor, spending half an hour or more with the toys, satisfying boyhood visual delights. By that time I must have become somewhat of a fixture in the department but never gave the floorwalkers any reason not to trust me. But how I would have loved to have held one of those Flash Gordon ray guns in my hands.
Mom loved music and so did I, particularly the popular songs, usually the romantic ballads of the day. We often stopped at one of Kresge's “dime” stores in the same block and strolled to the back where an employee, a pleasant looking lady, fortyish or so, played current hit songs on a piano in the corner. The gal was quite good, so we often just stood around and listened. Stores like Kresge's did a modest business in sheet music because many homes had an old upright piano if they didn't have much else. On the way out of the store one day, I mentioned to Mom that the lady playing the piano never seemed to smile.
“Well, Bert, they say that she has a broken heart because of a lost love.”
That threw me, but I believed her, of course. She seemed serious, but I've often wondered if it was really true. Perhaps it was just some public relations hype the store put out or maybe Mom was just pulling my leg. Naiveté was always my middle name. I was always pretty easy, remembering Bill Eshelman taking me out in deep water with his “over the rainbow” shenanigans.
Walking through Peoria's neighborhoods, I'd hear someone plunking away. More often than not, those instruments were badly out of tune, but they were close enough so that I could at least recognize the song.
One of the salesmen who used to provide parts for Larkin's became quite friendly with Dad and admired his work. He drew Dad aside one day.
“Shorty, things are starting to improve now, and Caterpillar Tractor Company across the river is beginning to hire men again. They're looking for Gisholt lathe and multiple drill operators, and you'd fit right in. The salary starts at well above what you're making here at Larkin's.”
Dad replied, “I operated some of the machines at Walworth in Kewanee, but never a Gisholt or multiple drill.”
“Hell, that's OK,” the man said. “Just tell 'em you have, because they'll train you on 'em anyway.”
Dad decided to give it a try. They couldn't do any more than turn him down, and although he was well treated at Larkin's, there was no future there. He applied, was hired, and turned in his resignation to Joe Middleman. Joe was sorry to see him go, but understood completely and wished him well. Dad was a quick learner and it wasn't long before he was well established as a qualified machinist.
He was always very close to Mom's brother Harry, who still lived in Kewanee and was struggling to get out of his rut at the meat market. He urged Mom to write to Harry and suggest he submit his application at “The Cat,” too.
Harry followed the advice, came to visit us, and Dad briefed him on how to approach the personnel department. The plan was effective. Harry soon became a member of the Caterpillar workforce and moved to Peoria with Ethel, Vera, “Bub” and Roger. Things were looking up. As I recall their salaries were running around $25-30 a week, a comfortable increase in income from what they had been making before.
Incidentally, Harry had the perfect opportunity to return the favor about eight years later, for which we were forever grateful. It changed all of our lives in both families for years to come.
Chapter 7
Although the Greens lived across town from us in Peoria, our two families began spending more and more time together like in the old days back in Kewanee. One pastime was swimming in the Illinois River at an isolated beach on the east side, across from Hiram Walker's Distillery. How Dad and Harry found it, I have no idea, but it was a great spot for those who could swim and others who just enjoyed splashing around. Dad, in his usual impish and profane manner, proudly proclaimed their new discovery to be “Cocky's Bare-Ass Beach.” We enjoyed several picnic outings there that summer.
Another bit of entertainment without cost to viewers was one funded and conducted by Hiram Walker's Distillery every Fourth of July. Whether it stemmed from generosity, public relations or a guilty conscience is hard to say, but they put on a spectacular fireworks display each year. People came from all over town and from nearby villages to witness the show. Those who lived within a mile or so walked to the high bluff overlooking the opposite side of the river where the operators set up their rocket equipment. Most spectators took blankets along to sit on.
With stagnant backwater pools all along each side of the river, the mosquito population was unbelievable, coming out in swarms at dusk, ready to feast on any live bodies in the vicinity. The only protection against the flying pests was a liquid called citronella oil, a substance used in the manufacture of liniment, perfumes, and soap, but also used as an insect repellent. It had a pungent odor much like fingernail polish or model airplane dope. With many or most of the crowd using it to protect themselves, the air in the vicinity was pretty heady. Those who didn't use it on arms, legs and neck, spent much of their evening slapping at themselves.
The show was awe-inspiring to the thousands of people starved for spectacular entertainment provided at no charge, and they were willing to put up with the discomfort. “Ooh”s, “Oh”s and “Ahh”s echoed over the riverside as the rockets glared and exploded in the nighttime sky overhead.
With a little more income available on paydays, Mom decided that I should take tap dancing lessons, a popular pastime for kids. She enrolled me at the Mildred Calendar Dance Studio. Miss Calendar turned out to be a seventeen-year-old high school senior who was a whiz on the stage. Besides that, she was a blonde living doll. All of the male students fell madly in love with her and had a difficult time keeping their minds on their dancing lessons.
At the end of each season, Mildred and her mother, who was also her piano accompanist, orchestrated a huge recital at one of the larger theaters in Peoria. Her programs always drew large audiences. Besides performing a solo dance number, I was usually in a group number. Then having a fairly good singing voice, I had one or two solo vocal numbers as well.
With summer ending, we prepared for school. I entered fourth grade and Bob Light was a year ahead of me in the fifth. Miss Meade was my teacher, another sharp, no nonsense lady.
A little Jewish girl in our class, Rose, was pretty cute and smart as a whip. When she went to the blackboard to work arithmetic problems, she always made her 7s funny, with a short chalk stroke across the lower part of the stem. That seemed pretty strange to me and Miss Meade didn't approve of it at all. But try as she might, she couldn't break Rose of the habit. Her parents may have been schooled in the European style and had probably taught Rose to print her 7s that way prior to entering school.
There was one Negro boy in our class whose last name was Jones. He lived on Washington Street. We became close friends and buddied around together at recess and after school. We both had a crush on Dorothy Mull, the daughter of a Peoria policeman. Dorothy had flaming red hair, but was aloof to any signs of our attention and played it cool. Girls were pretty well-trained in those days.
That year, I became addicted to the movies and seldom a week went by that I didn't attend one. Parents today would be shocked to learn that at the age of eight, going on nine, I'd walk a good mile to downtown alone while it was still daylight, catch a movie and walk home alone again, well after dark. It was a different time, a more innocent time. The predators we have among us now simply weren't there, and Peoria, with a population of 100,000, wasn't a small town by any means.
By fall, though, it would be pretty well dusk by the time I'd walk downtown to a movie. People were often seen sitting in chairs on their porches or on the front steps, taking the night air as it began to cool down. Their windows and doors would be open to let the breezes flow through. Only the window and door screens helped keep out the mosquitoes. Sometimes there would be a good boxing match on radio. Most everyone had their sets tuned to the prize fights, some turned up pretty loud so they could hear it on the porch. Walking only 20-30 feet away on the sidewalk, I was able to follow the flow of the battle as I walked down the street, picking up the action as I passed, house by house. It amuses me to recall these events now, but at the time it was something I took for granted.
I didn't own a watch and never read the entertainment section of the newspaper, so I didn't really connect the beginning of a movie with any particular time. As a result my arrival was usually fifteen or twenty minutes after the main feature began. This frequently necessitated my staying well beyond the closing credits if I wanted to see what I had missed. Then I'd head for home.
That fall the movie The Bride of Frankenstein came to Peoria. The title gave me no hint as to its plot, but that didn't matter to me. I was eight going on nine. It was just another movie, wasn't it? Or so I thought. It could have been a musical comedy for all I knew and I loved music.
As usual, I arrived about twenty minutes after the main feature began. I always sat up front, first or second row, close to the action. In those days all movies were in black and white. It wasn't long before the heavily made-up face of horror film actor Boris Karlof, portraying the Frankenstein monster, filled the huge screen, staring down malevolently at me with his hooded eyes. All he did was grin evilly and grunt. I couldn't take my eyes from his and couldn't gather the strength and courage to leave my seat. I was petrified.
Finally the movie was over, and they were running the news and coming attractions. By the time the second showing of “The Bride” began, I was nearly in shock. Uh-uh! I wasn't going to hang round and catch the twenty minutes I'd missed.
Dazed, I walked out of the theater, the living crap scared out of me. It was completely dark except for the modest low wattage street lights we had then, only one at the corners of each block. It was late and the streets were pratically empty, virtually no traffic. I couldn't face walking the mile home in the dead of night with the Frankenstein monster still on the loose in my fertile mind.
Returning to the theater lobby I urged the manager to make a phone call to our landlady. We had no telephone, but Mr. and Mrs. Light across the hall did. The manager found their name, address and phone number and urged Mrs. Light to have my mother drive downtown and pick me up. It was comforting to have family near me when I got home.
I had recurring nightmares starring the Frankenstein monster for several months. I dreaded going to bed.
The last half of my fourth year in school followed the usual patterns, just honing our established skills and learning new ones. I wound up somewhere in the upper third of my class.
I'd noticed for years that Dad had an unusual way of drinking his coffee. He'd pour himself a cupful from the coffee pot, then pour the coffee from his cup into his saucer and let it cool a little before drinking it. Mom, on the other hand, drank hers from her cup. When his coffee had cooled enough, Dad invariably tipped up his saucer with both hands to drink from it, then repeated the process. Mom never complained but often had a look of disapproval on her face. It was none of my affair, so I never questioned the practice.
About 75 years later I learned by accident about the strange habit of drinking coffee from the saucer. I happened to be watching the television program “Antiques Roadshow,” aired by PBS and filmed in various parts of the British Isles. The show has several experts trained in evaluating antiques. Visitors bring extremely old or unusual items of furniture, dishes, weapons, toys, or whatever for examination. The experts provide them with a reasonable estimate of what the item or items are worth in today's antique market and something of their history. Often, the values are astonishingly high.
One couple recently brought a cup and saucer to evaluate. As the expert looked the set over carefully, he indicated that it dated back to the middle 1800s and was a common design of that era. The combination looked a little strange to me because the cup had no handle and the saucer was not the typical shallow piece that we see today. It was much deeper, appearing to have a depth of 3/4”-1” and shaped more like a very shallow bowl. The expert noted those differences and said something like, “We don't see these much anymore but they were quite common in their time.” Then to the lady, he asked, “Do you know why the cup has no handle and the saucer is deeper?” (or words to that effect.)
The woman answered, “Yes. The drinker just poured his boiling hot tea from his cup into his saucer, then picked the saucer up in both hands and drank right from it, rather than from the cup.”
The expert exclaimed, “Exactly! It was a common practice among the middle class in those years and was also used often by some of the higher classes, too. But overtime its practice fell by the wayside.”
Stunned, all I could say was, “Well, I'll be damned!”
Dad's ancestors had originated from a long line of English Claytons who came to America from Poynton, a small coal mining village in Cheshire County, about ten miles south of the industrial city of Manchester. Dad may have heard of that practice and just used it himself to bedevil my mother in the presence of company. Whatever his purpose, it may have worked.
Summer arrived and my parents decided to move into an unfurnished rental house on the south side of Peoria. This time they invested in several pieces of furniture. It was difficult leaving Bob Light, “Ikie” Robinson and several of the others in our old neighborhood gang. But there were other kids anywhere we moved, and, having had lots of practice, it didn't take me long to get acquainted. I learned some new street games the gang played, like “Kick the Can” and “Ducky on the Rock” (which was sometimes dangerous). And we now lived a lot closer to Uncle Harry Green which made it a lot handier for visiting my cousins.
The neighborhood boys roamed the area, of course, and we found the campus grounds at Bradley University quite interesting. Since it was summer, a lot of the academic activity was idle until fall. It was particularly intriguing to peek into the basement windows at the various chemistry, physics and anatomy labs and see all of the mysterious equipment and displays.
Mom and Dad located a Collie pup somewhere and, by golly, I had me a dog. “Rusty” and I became quite close and went everywhere together.
By 1935 the Great Depression continued to ease, but ever so slowly. Dad and Uncle Harry had become well-established as machinists at Caterpillar Tractor Company in Peoria. However, that year there was a modest migration of “Cat” workers to small villages up the Illinois River. Several wound up in Chillicothe, about twenty miles north. They both decided to join the migration, figuring that a small town environment would be a much better one in which to raise children. Commuting from Chilli to East Peoria and back wouldn't be all that bad, particularly since many of the men carpooled, six to a vehicle.
But during our preparations to move, my dog came up missing. There was no sign of him anywhere. I asked around the neighborhood but no one had seen him. He wasn't tied up or kept in, so Dad wondered whether he might have been run over, or perhaps someone had made off with him.
It was a sad time for me when moving day arrived and there was no dog to take with us. But it wasn't long before the Chillicothe experience would provide me with the best years of my young life. I would soon forget about my Collie pup.
PART TWO
THE CHILLI YEARS
Chapter 8
Dad and Harry rented a four-wheel trailer, loaded it with our families' belongings on a Saturday and made two or three round trips until everything was moved. A couple of weeks prior to this they had scouted the small community of Chillicothe and had found two unfurnished houses to rent, only a block apart. At the age of nine, I was the oldest boy of the two families by about two years so it was my job and privilege to ride along and help unload the smaller objects.
Several things caught my attention as we drove leisurely along an industrial area that bordered the Illinois River on the north side of Peoria. One large group of factory buildings to our right displayed a sign on the water tower that read “Bemis Bag Co.” I wondered at the time what sort of bags they produced. Near the outer edge of Peoria was a filling station. Its hand-painted sign in front read: Gas- 6 Gal. - $1.00.
Once out of town, Highway 29 followed the river closely at first, with only a single pair of Rock Island Railroad tracks tucked closely in between the river and the narrow two-lane concrete pavement leading to Chillicothe.
As we continued farther north, the road and railroad tracks strayed gradually from the river far enough to allow the presence of numerous summer cabins, some erected on stilts or pilings right at the water's edge. Others were wisely built well to the west of the highway where the land rose slightly. Those right near the river often paid the price during heavy early spring thaws and rains when the Illinois was subject to serious flooding. Many of the cabins had intriguing small signs on them like “Bide-A-Wee” and “By a Dam Site.” These are some of the oddball visions that are burned into my memory of what to me was an interesting journey.
We passed through some tiny villages which were identified as Mossville, South Rome, then Rome, before finally approaching Chillicothe. Just prior to entering the corporate limits of our destination, we spotted a lovely golf course to our right. It was situated on a much wider section of land between the highway and the river. A sign identified it as Shore Acres Country Club. This got Dad's attention since he had been an Assistant Pro at the Peoria Country Club when he and Mom were first married.
Eagerly peering between the two men in the front seat, I spotted a sign at the roadside as we approached the outskirts of the community where we were to live for the next seven years. It read: CHILLICOTHE Pop. 1,001. Years later I wondered if I had remembered that easy number correctly, but Barbara Brown of the Chillicothe Library assured me that, indeed, this was the population of the community according to the 1930 census.
Dad had rented a modest two-story dwelling for us at 357 Hickory Street on the south side of town right next to the Rock Island railroad tracks. Since numbers and the relation of their digits had always intrigued me, it would be an easy address to remember: three plus two is five, plus two is seven.
Harry's rental was only a block west of ours on Hickory. But it would be another two weeks before it would be ready for them to occupy, so until then, they lived with us upstairs.
By the time we had made the last trip on moving day, driven back to Peoria, dropped off the trailer, picked up the other members of our families and returned in our two cars, it was dusk and we still had personal belongings to unload. This meant eight people moving in and out of the open front door with the screen door unhooked, carrying in boxes, clothing, etc. As we passed through the door numerous times while unloading, so did inevitable flights of mosquitoes, ready for an evening feast. By the time the front door was finally closed, it was too late. The enemy was within, and waiting.
Our house was only two blocks from the river's edge, where stagnant pools of river water near shore provided perfect breeding grounds for the mosquito population. At dusk the flying bloodsuckers would leave their home territory and head inland looking for tender morsels.
Worn out from the trip and the efforts, we were all ready for a good night's sleep, but it was not to be. Our tormentors began their grisly work with a vengeance. It was a hot summer's night and we desperately wanted to leave the doors open to let the cooler night air circulate through the screen doors. There were no screens on the windows. However, there were already mosquitoes inside, and others could find the tiniest hole or crevice through which they could enter. We located one of our hand-pumped atomizers that we used to kill flying insects and began furiously spraying Flit, the liquid normally used for that purpose. It hardly made a dent and was probably more threatening to the human occupants than the insects.
In desperation, we tore up some rags, put them in a metal bucket and lit them, letting them smolder and emit clouds of smoke. The mosquitoes must have been wearing gas masks because it didn't faze them in the least. The rest of us were hacking and coughing and slapping at ourselves. It soon became obvious that there was no rest for the Clayton and Green families that night—except for Cousin Bub, who was totally exhausted and slept through it all. But he paid a terrible price for his mosquito bites.
We hadn't had anything to eat for our evening meal, so Dad and Uncle Harry decided to see if they could find a sandwich shop open in town. Thanks to the mosquitoes, Cousins Vera and Roger and I were wide awake so we got permission to go along. The wives and Cousin Bub stayed at the house and hunkered down.
A small cafe was open on Second Street, in the two-block long business district. It specialized in a huge pork tenderloin sandwich that was a meal in itself. We bought a sackful and took them back to the house. They were excellent.
Still unable to rest, we set off again, this time to scout the town. It was getting late and about the only thing we found with lights and activity was the Woodruff Company Ice Plant. It was at the far north end of North Chillicothe, a suburb of sorts. You really couldn't tell when you left Chillicothe proper and entered its neighbor.
Ice plant employees on duty were busily working to have the huge blocks of ice formed and ready for the truck drivers the next morning. The drivers delivered the ice to homes the next day so that housewives would have 25 lb. chunks for their ice boxes, the common man's refrigerator. That way, perishables such as milk and butter could be kept relatively cool and fresh.
After a tour of the plant, we returned to 357 Hickory quite late, completely exhausted, and got what little sleep we could before daybreak.
Younger citizens seem to know instinctively when new people enter town. So when their sensitive antennae picked up the activity of someone moving furniture into a vacant house nearby, they quickly investigated the next day. As Bub, Vera, Roger and I were milling around outside the house next morning, a few of the neighborhood kids just happened to be strolling by. It didn't take long before greetings were exchanged, introductions made, individuals sized up, and acquaintances established.
Jimmy Sheets and the Stanfield boys, Roy and Floyd, lived less than a block away. Carl and Lester Owens lived just across the Rock Island railroad tracks with their grandparents. A block farther west on Hickory were Leonard and Warren Carroll, and the Wilcox boys—Roy, Emil, and a younger brother. Most were within a year or two of my own age of nine, going on ten. It was only a few days before my cousins and I were accepted in the neighborhood. It was as if we'd been living in Chillicothe since the day we were born.
Leonard Carroll was an interesting youngster. He was a couple of years my junior, was unusually wise for his age, always deadly serious of manner and seldom smiled. He had a minor speech impediment and to him, Emil was “Teemo” and Lester was “Pesty.” He was usually dressed in a cowboy hat, red bandana, sheriff's badge on his shirt, and a six-gun in a holster strapped to his right hip, ever ready to join us in games of Cowboys and Indians. Very soberly he always identified himself to us in cowboy games as Lenny, the sheriff. But it came out as “Penny the Teriff.” Interestingly enough we never mocked him. We accepted his minor shortcoming without question or derision, even to the point of calling others by the same names as Lenny used for them. Years later during a nostalgic visit to Chilli, I had a brief opportunity to chat with him on the phone and noticed that none of his impediment had carried forward into maturity. He was very articulate.
Most of us had a forty-nine cent Gene Autry six-shooter with which to defend ourselves and shoot the bad guys, but it took a lot of imagination. Of course around Fourth of July, you could buy rolls of 50 caps that provided you with 50 harmless explosions and made you think you'd maybe shot someone. Your victim would grab his chest, spin around and drop to the ground deader'n a doornail. But there was another way to fight our western battles.
Homemade single-shot “rubber guns” were in vogue. Most were weapons that used live rubber loops cut from old automobile tire inner tubes as ammunition. These missiles had a range of from twelve to fifteen feet. If you fired at someone and missed, he could return fire and wound you before you could reload. This naturally led to our having a second single-shot weapon loaded and in your other hand, just in case.
But Carl Owens took playground warfare to a higher level. He designed a high-tech machine gun rubber gun that could fire eight to twelve rubber loop shots, singly or in bursts. Suddenly, our wars, usually conducted in Bacon's vacant lot behind our house on Hickory, took on a more ominous aspect. Carl could challenge three or four of us at a time and dispatch us easily at his leisure once our single-shot weapons were quickly out of ammo. He didn't lose many battles. Soon, machine gun rubber guns appeared all over Chilli's South Side, much like nuclear weapons sprouting up all around the world. Then Carl came up with an over-under design for his gun which doubled his effectiveness. It reminds me of today's arms races, but on a more modest level.
Making noise was always enjoyable, too. A few of the Chilli kids knew how to make loud explosions by using an empty quart paint can. They poked a hole in the bottom with a hammer and nail, introduced a certain chemical into it, then poured a little liquid on the chemical and quickly pressed the lid on tight. They turned the can on its side, held the can down hard with a shod foot, waited about five seconds, then struck a kitchen match and held the flame to the punched hole. BOOM! Now that caused an explosion, sending the lid sailing off horizontally a dozen feet or more and doing considerable damage to the can. The game continued until the can was so misshapen the lid wouldn't stay jammed tightly in its grooves. With another old paint can, the process would be repeated until we sought some other mischief to indulge in.
Those of us from Peoria introduced the guys on Chilli's South Side to “Ducky on the Rock” and “Kick the Can,” something they hadn't experienced before.
The summer of 1935 was extremely hot. Mom didn't have a refrigerator, just one of those large wooden ice boxes with an enclosed ice compartment above and space below for keeping food cool and fresh.
Ice naturally melted over time and the resultant water ran down a tube and into a pan at the very bottom of the ice box. The pan had to be emptied at least once a day. When the ice block became small enough to need replacing, Mom would put a red cardboard sign in the window indicating that she needed another twenty-five pound chunk of ice from the Woodruff Ice Plant.
Without the blessings of air conditioning, my friends and I were always seeking ways to cool our fevered brows. We waited until we saw one of Woodruff Company's ice trucks come rumbling down Hickory Street making its usual delivery rounds. As the truck driver approached, he'd spot the red sign in our front window and pull up in front of our house, disembark and climb up into the rear of the truck. Inside were several immense blocks of ice covered by a heavy tarpaulin that helped keep them from melting away. He'd take an ice pick from a holster on his belt and begin chipping away on a large block of ice until he had separated a smaller chunk perhaps 10” x 10” x 12” from the larger block. It was quite an art. Then he'd jump down off the back of the truck, grasp the 25 lb. chunk with a set of ice tongs, toss it onto his shoulder and march to our back door with it.
The driver placed the ice in the upper compartment of our ice box, collected his fifteen cents, and headed back to his truck. But in the meanwhile, several ragamuffins would have already jumped into the cargo compartment of the truck, scooped up several of the larger chips of ice and jumped down off the truck before he returned. We were still in the vicinity, so we weren't fooling him, but he never yelled at us unless he caught us up in the truck bed itself. Sucking on those pieces of ice was cool and refreshing.
There were other ways of cooling off on a hot day. The Illinois river was only about three blocks east of our house, the final block being a long, steep hill to the water's edge, great for sledding in the winter. A group of us would trudge down to the river and wade in its shallower depths. Unfortunately, instead of a sandy or rocky bottom, it consisted of gray-black slimy silt, the natural result of runoff from the very fertile farm lands to the west. Wading in that area was very squishy, probably something like stepping barefoot by accident into a fresh batch of cow dung. We were always barefoot in summer and couldn't wait to get out of our shoes once school was out.
During one of those wading episodes that year, I stepped on something unexpectedly hard. I bent over and felt around in the bottom to retrieve it. When I'd brought it to the surface and rinsed it off, I saw that it was a round tubular metal object maybe 3-1/2” inches in diameter and 9-10” long, capped off at one end and with a short pipe screwed into one end of the barrel. It must have been submerged in the river for many years. Curious as always, I took it to the house with me and showed it to Dad. He worked the “graveyard shift” at Caterpillar and was usually home during daylight hours. It looked to him as if it might have been a boat whistle from one of the type of vessels that had plied their way up and down the Illinois River in years past. Since it had no value to me at the time, I disposed of it, but wondered in later years whether a stern wheeler paddle boat or something smaller might have had an emergency in our area and had sunk as a result.
Financially, things were looking up a little that summer. Mom and Dad bought me a shiny red balloon-tired bicycle (on time payments) from Sears, my first set of wheels. No longer shoe-bound, I could explore the world at my leisure and expand my horizons with “The Wind and the Rain in My Hair,” like the song portrayed it. It was wonderful.
Another bit of luck came my way. Shore acres Country Club and Golf Course was only a few blocks to the south of us on Old Highway 29. The greens always needed care to the point of manicuring, and young kids were usually recruited to do the job. It involved a weeding process, removing by pocket knife any small nuisance plants that bedeviled the golfer and detracted from the pristine appearance of the greens. Instead of being paid, though, we were allowed to swim in the club's pool, an hour for each hour we weeded. They trusted us to keep honest track of our time but we couldn't handle the math, or rather preferred not to. Needless to say, we had a tendency to fudge, since swimming was a helluva lot more fun than weeding greens.
Dad was always a news junkie and Mom and I caught the bug. On the night of August 15, 1935, we learned on the 10 o'clock news out of Chicago that two noted Americans, Wiley Post and his lone passenger, Will Rogers, were overdue and missing on a flight from Anchorage, Alaska, to Point Barrow. Most everyone had heard of the two, even us kids. One-eyed Wiley Post was a world-renowned pilot and celebrated aviation pioneer whose name was often connected with record-breaking achievements in that field. Humorist Will Rogers was a star on Broadway, had appeared in seventy-one movies and was the first big time radio commentator. Radios across the nation were tuned to news bulletins throughout the next couple of days. Listeners' ears were kept glued to their sets.
Enroute on their flight and uncertain of their position, Post landed his pontoon-equipped monoplane at a lagoon not far from Point Barrow to ask directions. On takeoff, the engine failed and uncontrollable at low speed, the aircraft plunged into the lagoon, killing both men instantly. The wreckage was spotted by searchers a couple of days later. All America mourned their loss. Both men were originally from Oklahoma.
Thirty-five years later, I was employed as an Air Traffic Control Specialist with the Federal Aviation Administration in Oklahoma City, first at Wiley Post Airport on the north side of town, later as an instructor at the FAA Academy at Will Rogers World Airport on the south side. Fate is indeed strange.
There was some excitement in our neighborhood that year. A young couple were to be married and their family get-together afterward was to be held at the huge Meade mansion on the northwest corner of Hickory and Fourth Streets. The festivities continued well into the night. Near bedtime, obviously, neighbors raised all kinds of hell outside, hooting and hollering, banging on pots and pans. Everyone took part, even us kids. We didn't really know what we were doing, but we joined in with gusto. Those of us who were new from Peoria had been alerted to the fun by Penny the Teriff that people in the vicinity were planning a shivaree. A shivaree, or charivari, is an American term for a clamorous salutation made to a newlywed couple by an assembled crowd of neighbors and friends. We fit that description. I've often wondered if the practice of tying strings of noisy tin cans to the rear bumper of honeymoon vehicles wasn't an evolution of the shivaree.
But the carefree summertime had to end eventually, and with mixed emotions, we faced preparation for the new school year.
Chapter 9
Labor Day always occurred on the first Monday in September. On the following day in 1935, school began.
For me it was to be the fifth grade at the school on the corner of Sixth and Chestnut, a nine block walk from home. It was an old but sturdy structure, dating back to the turn of the century, equipped with the usual bell tower. A teacher would toll the bell in the morning to indicate the school day's beginning, and end of recesses. When the bell rang, you moved. No dawdling.
Mom and I walked the distance that first day to get me registered, then proceeded to purchase my school books—used, whenever possible—and modest supplies, tablets, and pencils for the most part. I was always outfitted in a brand new pair of overalls, pronounced “overhalls” by the kids. Only the boys of middle and upper class families were seen wearing a nice shirt and trousers—“long pants”—or knickers to school. (In Britain, knickers referred to a bloomer-like undergarment worn by women.)
Our home on Hickory Street was one of the farthest south residences on that side of town. I walked up Hickory and across the Rock Island railroad tracks to Fourth Street where my cousins, the Harry Green kids, would join me. Crossing the street west, we picked up Warren Carroll and his brother, Penny the Teriff. Then on to Fifth and north past Percy Tucker's neighborhood grocery store. At the next corner at Fifth and Sycamore, Roberta Allen and her younger brother joined us. Another several blocks, with other kids tagging along, and we'd be at the school door, about the time they rang the bell.
I was smitten by Roberta but she paid me no attention. (It was probably my overhalls.) Author Robert Heinlein probably had it about right: “So far as I remember, I never did go through that period boys are supposed to go through when they realize that girls are different. I always liked girls.” My view exactly.
Miss Adkins was our fifth grade teacher, a single, fairly good-looking young lady. She set the tone early on the first day. No nonsense. We didn't have a choice of whether we learned or not. Rather than children, or boys and girls, she addressed us from the very first day as “people.” Looking back on it, I'm convinced her father must have been a retired Marine Corps drill instructor. Oh, I remember them well.
There were forty-one kids in our class, no teacher's assistant, no computers, just Miss Adkins. She didn't need anyone to help her keep order. She did it all.
In addition to the other required subjects of reading, penmanship, arithmetic, and history (not social sciences), Miss Adkins taught us geography with a passion. One of our projects was to create relief maps of both the North and South American continents (sans Canada and Mexico). She provided us with cardboard tablet backs on which were drawn the bare outlines of the United States and the South American continent. Using the basic maps of these areas found in our geography texts, it was our task to create the major mountain ranges, rivers and lakes with a thick paste mixture of flour, water, and a dash of salt. Then when dry, we outlined the state borders with pencil. We did the same with South America. Oddly, I still remember two of the three major rivers of South America, the Amazon and Orinoco. The smallest of the three escapes me and I can't even find it on recent atlases.
In late summer or early fall of that year, ground was broken for a new grade school immediately adjacent to the one we were attending. The new structure was built mainly with P.W.A. labor. The Public Works Administration, created by presidential executive order of Franklin Roosevelt. It was designed to provide relief work for unemployed laborers during the days of the Great Depression.
Winter approached and we kept watch with great interest as the imposing new building took shape next door. And when the snow flew—and it became a blizzard on several occasions—there were times when it was so deep it didn't make sense for the teachers to let us out for recesses. We spent those idle moments lined up at our north classroom windows, watching with growing anticipation the progress still being made at the new school, despite the inclement weather.
You might ask, “But didn't they close school on those days, or at least let classes out early?”
No, rarely. Kids in our block walked the nine blocks to and from school in the snow, often deep. Of course most of the boys wore four-buckle rubber boots, heavy clothes, wool scarves and whatever hats or caps that were in vogue. That year inexpensive aviator-type helmets and goggles were available for boys, and they were just the trick in inclement weather except that the goggles had a tendency to fog up. I can't recall what the girls wore, but they were also bundled up for warmth. On the way home, though, they were often beseiged with barrages of snowballs.
When the new structure was completed next door, our class served our sixth, seventh and eighth grades in that new elementary school prior to entering high school. And in those classrooms I was provided the best education available by the finest teachers I've ever encountered. That two-story building, built by P.W.A. workers, still stands, seventy-three years later. It is now proudly used as the Community Center, equipped with an olympic-size swimming pool, well-equipped work-out center, huge cafeteria and other facilities, a tribute to the efforts of the tradesmen who labored so valiantly to build it to last forever.
School lunches came out of a brown paper sack. We had no cafeterias with food paid for by the Government and taxes extracted from the parents. The usual menu consisted of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich or one made with a mayonnaise and relish concoction called “sandwich spread.” The latter was a treat for me, while many of the kids couldn't stand it.
If you had a nickel, you could buy an eight-ounce glass bottle of whole milk, offered for sale by the school. We got by without suffering malnutrition as I recall. A substantial but inexpensive breakfast and a fairly robust supper usually rounded out our repast for the day. Obese children were virtually nonexistent. Walking to and from school helped, too. No buses.
We didn't have cafeterias at home, either. Children, at least those of the middle class, were never asked, “What do you want to eat?” The meal was prepared, we were told it was ready, and members of the family all sat down to the meal at the same time. There was usually sufficient nutritious food, nothing fancy, and like in the Marine Corps years later we were instructed to “Take all you want, but eat all you take.” We left nothing on our plates, believe me.
While most of the neighborhood boys were pretty short on toys, except for hand-me-downs, Jimmy Sheets was well supplied. His father, Ed Sheets, was supervisor at the huge McGrath Sand and Gravel Company out north of town. The family lived in a comfortable brick home on South Second Street. Jimmy was fortunate enough to have numerous toys to keep him occupied, but he didn't hesitate to share his belongings and enjoyment with the rest of us. He had at least two fancy electric train sets and a chemistry set. Most intriguing, he had a Monopoly game, manufactured by Parker Brothers. Many wintry evenings would find three or four of us sprawled out on the Sheets' large living room rug, battling the challenges of high finance. Mrs. Sheets was always genuinely kind and considerate of the neighborhood ragamuffins who invaded their family home on those occasions.
With our finances continuing to improve gradually, my parents gave me a fancy streamlined sled ($5.00) for Christmas, along with a modest child-sized roll-top desk ($15.00). I was particularly proud of both but could hardly wait for snow and an opportunity to try out that sled.
Across Second Street on Hickory, a steep two-block long hill ran straight down to the banks of the Illinois River. There was plenty of snow for us during Christmas vacation from school that year, and the gang soon met at the top of the hill for some great sledding on the challenging slope. After four or five inches of fresh snow, it made an ideal and speedy run to the river. We spent hours racing to the bottom, and sometimes out onto the ice when freezing temperatures were cold enough to make it thick enough to support us. Then trudging back up to the top in our four-buckle rubber boots, we'd do it all again and again, until exhaustion finally caused us to find other, less strenuous adventures to engage in.
Several of us were sporting the aviator-type helmets that year, complete with sheepskin-lining and goggles. We fantasized emulating some of our aviation heroes in “Tailspin Tommy” and “G-8 and his Battle Aces” stories. One of the lads who lived a few blocks away, joined us in one of our downhill runs. On one of our struggles back to the top of the hill, he slipped and fell, striking his head against the bare end of one of the two sled runners being held by someone ahead of him. The end didn't penetrate his leather helmet, but managed to cause an abrasion to his scalp and a slight amount of bleeding. He snatched off his helmet and noticed some blood staining a spot on its sheepskin lining. I recall his words clearly. “Dammit! Ma'll kill me!” and helmet off, he began furiously scrubbing the lining with a handful of snow.
A few of the kids experimented with making crude skis from old wooden barrel staves and strapping them onto their rubber boots with string or rubber inner tube bands. They were disappointed in the results and soon abandoned the effort. We had to admire their innovative efforts, though. It showed young minds at work.
Like that unexpected glimpse of puzzling sex education in our old coupe in Peoria, something remotely similar happened that first winter in Chilli, but much more unexpectedly. The weather had turned particularly brutal that January and a handful of us curtailed our outside weekend activities in the snow. Instead, we retired to a small building on a neighbor's property in the alley on Hickory Street in an effort to thaw our frozen bones. I have no recollection of what purpose the structure served, but for us it made a neat club house, particularly in the dead of winter.
It was small, probably no larger than 8' x 10' with a single narrow door opening into it along the west side near one corner. There may have been one small window next to the door. At the north end, near the center, a small old-fashioned cast iron wood-burning stove stood on its four short legs. A metal stove pipe, perhaps 4-5” in diameter, arose vertically from the stove's top surface, then with an “ell” making the turn, exited the building through the wall behind the stove, emptying smoke into the outside air.
The stove only had two round lids on which pots or pans could be placed for cooking. A small metal handle or “lifter” allowed us to raise either of the extremely hot lids, set them aside, and put more wood onto the fire. This almost always necessitated our using a glove to grasp the lifter to avoid burning our hand. A steel poker was always handy to stir the glowing coals prior to adding more wood. We often built a fire in it for warmth.
Do you get the feeling you're being set up?
On one occasion, while we were inside the shed, warming ourselves after some snowy outdoor activity, four or five of us were sitting around on wooden boxes, killing time. When the conversation lagged, one of the older boys brightened up. It was probably Carl, who was two or three years older than the rest of us.
“Hey, here's a riddle for ya!” That always got our rapt attention. Mind games were always in vogue.
“Tell me, what are the three most important parts of a stove?”
This was my first year with this neighborhood bunch, and I hadn't run across that one. We looked at each other, dumbfounded, and shook our heads.
Carl grinned and asked, “Give up?”
Ready for the answer, we nodded.
Triumphantly, he blurted out, “Lifter, leg and poker!” and broke into a cackling laughter, rocking back and forth on his wooden box, slapping a leg.
We were speechless, mouths hanging open, Carl's punch line soaking slowly into our relatively innocent minds. I'd just turned ten and probably was the oldest except for Carl. I began getting an inkling, a hint, that developed slowly, but vaguely into my thinking. I smiled, but not very confidently, then started laughing, slapping my leg, too. The others followed suit because none of us wanted to look like a dummy and require an explanation. Then we moved quickly to another, more easily-followed subject.
We were enthralled with our movie heroes and faithfully attended the Saturday matinee offerings, usually double-features. The admission for children less than twelve years old was only a dime. After age twelve it jumped to twenty-five cents. I was of a slight build, so after turning twelve a few years later, and with a little chicanery, I got by for a dime until the female clerk realized I was sneaking up to her ticket booth from the side and stooping so she couldn't very well determine my entire height. But for several weeks, at least, the fifteen cents I saved bought me a foamy chocolate malted milk from the ice cream parlor across the street after the show.
Cowboy stars Buck Jones, Hoot Gibson, Ken Maynard, Tom Tyler and Gene Autry came alive for us on the screen. But best of all were the action “serials,” those fifteen or twenty-minute low budget dramas that ran weekly for twelve or fifteen weeks. The hero and/or heroine were usually left “hanging from a cliff,” as it were, at the end of each episode. It was guaranteed to bring us back the following week. Several of us were so focused on the Saturday matinee habit that we weren't even aware that the same movies were also offered on Friday nights. We quickly adjusted our moviegoing to that schedule, all the better to find out much sooner how the actors managed to escape their fates worse than death. To us this was serious business.
One of my personal favorites starred Ray “Crash” Corrigan in The Undersea City of Atlantis, a science-fiction serial adventure that would be no threat to George Lucas and his Star Wars sagas, but which kept us on the edge of our seats week after week. There was also a Gene Autry combination science-fiction/western The Phantom Empire that dealt with a city of the future located deep within the bowels of a mountain cave out west and ruled by a beautiful queen in a somewhat diaphanous gown.
The school year soon ended and on the last day, when the final bell rang, we charged out of the building like a bunch of wild savages, singing and shouting, “School's out, school's out! Teacher let the Indians out!”
We settled quickly into our usual summer routines.
But there were times when we'd run out of something to do, and one day, Roy and “Flood” Stanfield decided it would be interesting if they could egg Jimmy Sheets and me into a fist fight.
They told me that Jimmy had said something behind my back, and urged me to get even. I was a pretty sensitive kid, one not prone to confrontations, but maybe I felt my honor was at stake. With my short, slight stature, it was always my view that when it came to a fight, my best place was outside the ropes looking in. Without an older or younger brother to fight with, I wasn't much of a contender. Jimmy was one year my junior, but was taller and rangy, with much longer arms. Jimmy, too, was very sensitive and normally avoided the rough and tumble of kid life. We liked each other from the start and became close friends.
Nonetheless, Roy and his younger brother would have none of that nonsense, and the next time the four of us were together, they managed to build a small ant hill into a mountain and were soon urging us to have at it. As reluctant as we both were, Jimmy and I eventually squared off in an adolescent pugilistic stance. Slowly we circled each other, while our tormenters were busy urging us on. Few serious punches were thrown as our erstwhile friends were shouting, “Go get 'im, Jimmy!” and “Move in on him, Bert!”
I began to get the feel of it and was beginning to score a few minor hits. I was right-handed, Jimmy was a “lefty.” My hits were beginning to invigorate me, while they were having the opposite effect on him. My eyesight was excellent, and I saw clearly that his chin was beginning to quiver and his eyes brimmed with approaching tears. Rather than being a sport about it, stepping back and saying, “That's enough,” I stepped in for the coup de grace, assured of a clear victory. Instead, what I stepped into was one of Jimmy's wildly swinging left hooks that caught me high on the right cheek bone. Sure, it hurt, but the shock of it hurt more than anything. Instead, my response was something like, “That's enough. You win.” The fight over, and the Stanfields being somewhat mollified, all four of us sought other endeavors less threatening.
Less than an hour later, I heard my mother calling my name from the back porch, “Bert! Dinner!” The four of us broke up and headed for our individual homes. The others were already out of sight. When I reached our porch, my mother was waiting for me. As I approached and looked up at her, her smile faded quickly.
“Bert! Whatever in the world happened to your eye?”
“Oh, Jimmy and I were rasslin' around and he hit me by accident.”
“Well, Jimmy should be more careful, young man. You're getting a beauty of a shiner there. C'mon in. I'll put something on that for you.”
She took me inside, and used an ice pick to chop off a chunk of ice about the size of my small fist from our ice box. She wrapped it in a wash cloth and told me to hold it to my cheek area to help the swelling go down.
It may seem odd, but Jimmy's and my friendship was always close and was never in jeopardy over the incident.
Chapter 10
Chilli provided a variety of entertainment during the Depression. Talent shows were held at the large auditorium above City Hall. These programs were usually free of charge, since not many people had extra money to spend for entertainment. Small traveling theater groups came to town and performed various one or two-act plays, often described as “bedroom farces.” I'm certain that most adults in the audience were aware of some of the more subtle sexual nuances in the dialogue while youngsters just laughed at the obvious humorous banter.
State politicians appeared at the auditorium to express their views when running for office. Everett M. Dirksen was campaigning for a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives at the time. He was elected and served eight terms before winning a U.S. Senate seat in 1950 and served three more senate terms before retiring. I recall his magnificent deep sonorous speaking voice.
Summer was always a time when our Clayton and Green families got together for an occasional Sunday dinner. Uncle Harry was usually talked into making homemade butter pecan ice cream based on his own special recipe. We used one of the old-fashioned hand-cranked ice cream churners. Bub, Vera and I were expected to help. We broke a small block of ice into smaller pieces, then put them into a gunny sack. One of us pounded them into even smaller pieces with the flat side of a hammer head so they could fit comfortably around the ice cream freezer can. We sprinkled the top of the ice with rock salt, covered the churner with another gunny sack, and started cranking. It was fun at first until the ice cream began to firm up. It soon became labor-intensive but believe me, that ice cream was delicious.
Dad and Uncle Harry usually managed to arrange their two-week vacation periods from Caterpillar at the same times. A relative of Harry's wife had a sandy farm up near Sheffield, Illinois, not far from Kewanee. Our two families rented tents from a sports outlet in Peoria and camped out the entire two week period on the man's farm. His property bordered a canal tributary called “the feeder.” The fishing there was usually excellent, but when our luck ran out, there were always fresh eggs, bacon and fresh vegetables from the farm's garden to supplement our diets.
Our nights were lit by campfires and kerosene lanterns. At day's end, exhausted, we slept like babies, lulled to sleep by the chirping sounds of crickets and occasional hoots of owls.
The summer of 1936, Fridgidaire Corporation came out with a scheme to help lower income families purchase and enjoy the benefits of refrigerators. At no charge, or with perhaps only a modest down payment, they agreed to install a small six-cubic-foot unit with an even smaller freezer compartment for cubes or ice cream.
During the installation, the company representative routed the power cord through a locked coin box that only accepted nickels. A nickel dropped into a slot at the top activated a timer assuring eight hours of current to power the unit. Three nickels ran the fridge for twenty-four hours. Uncle Harry thought it was a good deal and arranged for one. Dad soon followed suit. On payday mornings, Mom inserted twenty-one nickels in the coin box which would run the box for the entire week. Once a month, the installer visited our homes, used a special key to open the coin box, removed the nickels and credited us with the total against the purchase price. Very clever.
In recalling this arrangement with Uncle Harry years later, he reminded me that a small block of ice for our old wooden ice box cost fifteen cents. That same amount kept the new fridge running for a full day. No ice to fool with or water pans to empty. It was a good deal. With his usual grin, Harry added, “We may not have had any food in the refrigerator by payday, but at least the box was cold.”
Although there were Kroger and A&P grocery stores (our supermarkets in those days) in downtown Chilli, we did some of our day-to-day grocery buying at Percy Tucker's neighborhood store near the northwest corner of Hickory and Fifth Street. Percy was a pleasant, middle-aged gentleman who, with his glasses, was a spitting image of our president, Franklin D. Roosevelt.
The Clayton and Green families ran a tab at Tucker's for a week at a time. Each Saturday morning, after Dad and Uncle Harry had been paid at Caterpillar, they walked the three blocks to the store to pay their bills, their broods skipping along behind them, and for a very good reason. When the business end was settled, Percy went to the front of the store to his penny candy case and filled two extremely small paper sacks with goodies. He'd hand one to me and one to Vera, Harry's oldest. Of course, my being an only child, I had no one to share with, and so the bag I held was mine. I should have shared with Uncle Harry's other kids, but I didn't feel very generous. Looking back on it, I was stingy as hell.
These neighborhood mom and pop grocery stores were located in homes scattered strategically around Chillicothe. They no doubt provided added income for their families during the Great Depression. Ross Placher had one between Fifth and Sixth on Chestnut, Traver's at the northwest corner of Santa Fe and Chestnut, Brumhead's farther out on Santa Fe. Our neighbors, Chris and Leone Ringenberg, even opened one across the street from us on Hickory, but their selections were modest. Percy's store was our neighborhood supermarket on Chilli's southwest side.
That summer was extremely hot and dry. Bub and I pretended we were forest rangers watching for fires, and set one of our own in the dry weeds in Bacon's lot, back close to the Rock Island railroad tracks. We put it out quickly. That was easy, so we set another, letting this one go a little longer. A breeze from the west soon made us aware of our mistake. We beat and stomped at the growing blaze to no avail. Neighbors, seeing the smoke, began running across the tracks carrying water-soaked gunny sacks in each hand, helping us beat out the flames. Neighbors banded together for the sake of the majority when there were threats to all. Bub and I had to endure scowls from people who lived around us, and we caught hell from our parents. We had violated a cardinal rule, “Don't play with matches!” After that harrowing experience we were not likely to become arsonists.
A tornado ripped through the small village of South Pekin that year, about fifteen miles south of Peoria. It virtually leveled the community. The following weekend, Dad, Harry, Vera, Bub and I joined a snail-paced caravan of vehicles that toured the area. From what we could see, the devastation appeared complete. There was a dark, gloomy overcast overhead and an eerie silence about the place. We were not allowed into the village proper, but were turned around at the outskirts. It was a quiet thirty-five mile drive back home, each of us with his own thoughts.
The Clayton family Fourth of July picnic and reunion was routinely held at the family compound across from the Midland Country Club just southwest of Kewanee. Picnic tables were set up in the large log cabin that the Clayton sons had helped build several years previously. The spouses all brought plenty of potluck food and over twenty of us gorged ourselves to the fullest before lounging under shade trees in the yard. The kids all brought supplies of fire crackers with which to celebrate the holiday traditionally. Explosions could also be heard from all of the nearby farms.
There were fancy “his” and “hers” outhouses well off to one side of the log cabin.
Dad was usually the life of the party in more ways than one and his sisters often egged him on. More than once I can recall him rising from a comfortable seat and heading for the “his” outhouse. Either his sister Arvilla or Juanita (“PeeWee”) would ask, “Where're ya goin', Cocky?” His scurrilous response over his shoulder was, “Gotta go shake the dew off my lily.” It brought laughter from the family who knew him so well, but silence and eyes raised heavenward from my mother, who was either embarrassed or at least feigned it.
My vocabulary was expanding and occasionally I heard references to acquaintances' ancestors and their origins. It must have been at this picnic where I cornered Grandma Clayton and asked, “Grandma, where did our ancestors come from?”
Without a pause she answered, “They were Scotch, Irish, English, Pennsylvania Dutch and Yankee.” I couldn't come up with a follow-up question to that answer.
At dusk when the other family members had gone their separate ways, Grandpa Clayton tidied up the place in preparation for returning to his home-office in Kewanee. Fireworks could still be heard exploding all over the countryside. It was dark by that time and his car headlights caught the form of a small white dog, crouched and shivering in the middle of the road, no doubt terrified by all of the July Fourth racket. He was a fox terrier-type, all white except for one black eye, his left one. Grandpa stopped and took the animal home with him. But he was much too busy to look after him so before long I had me a dog once again, a gift from one Bert to another. I called him “Skippy,” and we became inseparable. He followed me around everywhere I went, but oddly enough, never to school for some unknown reason.
Mildred Calendar, my tap dance teacher from Peoria, decided to also offer classes in Chillicothe. At first, she set up her studio in a spare room at my classmate Marvin Martin's mother's home on South Second Street. Later the studio was moved to Sylvia Kelly's mother's home between Second and Third on Elm. Mildred attracted a considerable number of students, and her recitals were always held in the spring in the local high school auditorium to large, appreciative audiences. I usually wound up having a vocal selection in addition to a dance number.
Chilli businessmen sometimes held special evening meetings at Webb's Inn, a local restaurant noted for its famous chicken dinners. The establishment was in a huge old two-story Victorian-style home on the southwest corner of Second and Walnut Streets. Entertainment often went with the meal. Sylvia Kelly (an accomplished young pianist two years my junior) and I were selected on several occasions to provide the music. For one performance, Mrs. Kelly designed a long, light blue, frilly dress for her daughter. Sylvia accompanied me while I warbled an old-time favorite, “Alice Blue Gown.”
In her sweet little Alice Blue Gown,
When she first wandered down into town,
She was both proud and shy, as she caught every eye,
And in every shop window, she'd primp passing by.
And in manner of fashion she'd frown,
And the world seemed to smile all around.
'Til it wilted she wore it, I'll always adore it,
That sweet little Alice Blue Gown.
Sylvia and I were always invited to take part in the dinner, too, and at Webb's Inn, that meant a feast. Country-style fried chicken dinners and home-baked desserts were prepared from scratch. Even the cottage cheese was made in their own kitchen.
One item on the menu they specialized in was something that always hit the spot with me, their deep-fried corn fritters. I had never tasted them before, nor since. Webb's was known for their generosity throughout the area. Neva Gants, a local resident, recalled that no one was ever turned away from their back door hungry. They fed many tramps, especially during the Great Depression years. Mrs. Webb always asked the men to chop some wood or do other chores for their meals.
Neva remembered, “One time the local Catholic priest sent five men down to Webb's back door. The men thought the priest would pay for the meal. It was Friday, and one man asked for fish. Mrs. Webb said, ‘I don't have any fish. Eat that chicken. The Lord knows you asked for fish.'” (From The History of Chillicothe, Illinois.)
We were informed that year that Vernon Kermeen, husband of Dad's older sister, Arvilla, was suffering from Bright's Disease, a serious condition of the kidneys which in those days was often irreversible and led to the death of the patient. One weekend, Dad, Mom and I traveled to the Kermeen home in Galva, about ten miles southwest of Kewanee, to visit Vernon who was bedridden and deathly ill. Within a week or so, he died.
All of the close family attended his funeral and several of us remained in Kewanee at my grandparents' home for a somber gathering afterward. Arvilla was there with her three boys, Robert (11), Clayton Wade (9), and Donald (7). I was ten.
Early in the evening, Dad and I and the Kermeen boys were in the large living room downstairs. Mom was with Arvilla and the others upstairs.
Dad and I were seated on one of the sofas and my three cousins were generally raising hell, as usual. The guys were trying to coax me into leaving the couch and mixing it up with them on the floor. Dad was slowly seething, his jaw muscles working. He was holding his temper with great difficulty.
Clayton Wade jumped up on the sofa across from where we were sitting and started jerking on some expensive drapery. Referring to our grandmother, he yelled, “Where'd the old battle-ax get the curtains?” Of course he was referring to my father's mother. Then he jumped down onto the floor and continued wrestling with his older brother.
Robert yelled, “Come on, Bert, play with us!”
Jaw muscles twitching, Dad muttered to me, “Stay put!”
Clayton joined in, “Yeah, Bert, come on!” grabbed me by an ankle and pulled me from the couch into the midst of the melée.
Without a word, Dad came off the couch, picked me up, cuffed me smartly alongside the head and sat me back down firmly beside him, grinding out, “I told you to stay put!”
Like a shot, Robert and Clayton seated themselves quickly on the sofa opposite us, speechless, eyes wide, fearing they might be next. Dad wouldn't have touched them, but they didn't know that. Donald joined them immediately. Three perfect angels, their eyes on Dad.
I confess I was silently in tears, this being the only time in my life my father had ever struck me. I was devastated, but realized that Dad had used the incident and my discomfort to send a message to my cousins. It was very effective.
Chapter 11
It had been a beautiful late summer day, temperatures moderate, a few leaves falling, but it was Saturday again, a great day for kids, too.
My mother, usually bubbly, smiling, humming aloud or vocalizing a song she'd recently learned, had become quiet, preoccupied, lost in thought. It was nearing supper time, but we always awaited Dad's arrival. She was holding the meal so all three of us could eat together, our normal routine. We waited maybe ninety minutes, then she finally prepared supper for just the two of us. We ate in silence as it grew darker.
After gathering the few dishes, washing and wiping them, we just sat in the living room, waiting, saying nothing. At about 8 o'clock she began pacing the floor, going to the front window, parting the curtains and looking outside toward the corner at Second Street to see if she could see the headlights of our Model A Ford sedan coming up Hickory Street.
Eventually, she removed a handkerchief from her apron pocket and began twisting and tugging at it, unconsciously, compulsively, as she continued her nervous waiting. I watched her silently, without comment, sensing her concern, recognizing her growing anxiety.
It was clear to me that she might be forced to ask me for help, that there might be no other option available to her.
She bent close to me so that we were nearly at the same level. In desperation, her brimming eyes looking straight into mine, her voice quavering, she cast hesitation aside.
“Honey, listen to me. I hate to ask you to do this, but would you please walk uptown for Mommy and see if you can find Daddy? He's probably in one of the taverns. If you find him, ask him if he would please come on home? Just ask him nice.”
The plea was in her eyes. I loved this woman. I was four months short of eleven years old, their only child. What could I do? I couldn't refuse. Whom else could she turn to? Voiceless, at first I hesitated, then nodded positively, my eyes never leaving hers. I walked to the front door, opened it, then closed it behind me, departed and walked down our front sidewalk towards Second Street. My path took me past Roy and “Flood” Stansfield's, Marvin Martin's and the Carnegie Library. I knew the way.
Upon entering the two block long main business district, I strode past the City Hall on the corner of Elm and Second Streets immediately to my right. I soon encountered the first of several taverns on the east side. Taking a deep breath, I stepped through the open doorway, stopped, and slowly began to scout the building and its occupants.
Since air conditioning was still well into the future, the wide open front door invited not only customers but allowed flies and mosquitoes to pass through unrestricted. On Saturday nights, business was usually pretty brisk, accompanied by raised voices and laughter striving to be heard above the din. Layers of dense cigarette and cigar smoke were suspended like a low overcast above the long bar to my immediate right and the numerous tables to my left. Both were well-occupied.
Being in luck, if you want to call it that, I spotted my father sitting alone at the far end. He was slumped with both arms on the bar, his arms supporting his head, no movement apparent. My presence in this den of iniquity drew a few curious glances, then it was back to business, drinking and bullshitting, in whichever order.
I walked slowly along the bar until I arrived where Dad was perched precariously on a stool. He never stirred, was completely unaware of my presence. Sliding an empty bar stool next to his, I elevated my short stature until I was sitting beside him. Still no movement. He was pretty well out of it.
Softly, but hopefully above the hubbub, I addressed him.
“Daddy.” I couldn't even detect signs of breathing. Again, a little closer to his ear, and louder, “Daddy!”
A slight stir. In slow motion he came to life and rotated to his left to face the voice that had barely penetrated his dense fog. He stopped and desperately tried to make his eyes focus on the blurred image before him.
When it seemed as if he had returned somewhat to the real world, I said in a soft, pleading voice, “Daddy, lets go home.” He let that sink in for a few seconds but his mind wasn't firing on all cylinders. He couldn't sort things out.
“Daddy, please, let's go home!”
It finally registered to some extent but after a few more seconds, some devil within him allowed him to respond in a slurred, very slow speech.
“You go ahead on home. I'll be there after a while.” His vision slowly turned back until he was staring at his partly emptied glass. I knew that further urging was useless. Devastated, but tearless, I slipped down off the bar stool and slowly made my way toward the open front door.
Passing a table to my right containing only two men, I heard one ask, “Who's the kid?”
The other man looked toward me, then back to his table partner and said, “Who, him? That's Cocky's boy.”
It was invigorating as I stepped out of the building and into the fresh night air. The admixture of stale whiskey, beer and wine odors, cigarette and cigar smoke and the disgusting stench emanating from stale old tobacco spittoons on the floor beneath the bar's foot rail were almost enough to singe the hair in my nostrils.
It was a long four block walk home, this time on the west side of Second. I dawdled along the way, not because I feared what my mother would say. She would understand. But for me to return and have to admit my failure was a terrible thing to face.
My father eventually made it home that evening, probably by 10 p.m. or later, to Mom's great relief. I was still awake and dressed in case Mom needed help with him. We still faced his traditional stumbling, fumbling entrance, loss of control, falling into furniture, crashing into this or that. She was always there for him, though, ready to help steady him and ease his fall lest he injure himself or damage what modest furniture we had. He was sometimes like a sailor on the rolling deck of a ship during a turbulent gale.
You might ask, “But how in the world could he have ever made it home in his condition?”
Mom always said that two of the other tavern denizens would feel sorry for Dad, help him out the door, talk him into relinquishing his car keys, then take him home. One drove our Model A and the other one followed in his own car. They parked out front, delivered him to our front door, passed Dad and his car keys to Mom, bid her good night, then faded into the dark.
To his acquaintances, Dad always made a running joke of his drinking. “I never drink, unless I'm alone or with somebody.”
Not all Sundays were devoted to hangover disasters by any means. When Dad was able to avoid the lure of the Saturday night taverns, he and I would indulge in normal discourse. I soaked up his every word as gospel.
How often we would sit together on our couch in the living room, chatting, while Mom was preparing dinner, happy, singing the latest songs. He was a great storyteller, and I was a receptive audience.
I recall asking Dad on one occasion whether he had gone to college. His serious response was, “Oh, sure.”
“What did you major in?”
With his grin, he responded, “I majored in Campus Course.”
That stopped me cold. It was later when Mom told me that neither she nor Dad had gotten beyond 8th grade.
One time when the conversation lagged, Dad asked me if I had ever heard the song, “Abdul Abulbul Amir.” Obviously I hadn't, the words being so strange and foreign to me, so he proceeded to sing it for me to my great delight. I rarely ever heard my father's voice raised in song and was pleasantly surprised at how well he carried a tune. The piece was long-winded with numerous seriocomic stanzas, written in 1877 by Percy French, one of Ireland's foremost songwriters. It told the story of two valiant heroes—a Russian soldier and one of the Persian Shah's slaves—who, because of their pride, end up in a fight to the death…
The sons of the Prophet were brave men and bold
And quite unaccustomed to fear.
But the bravest by far in the ranks of the Shah
Was Abdul Abulbul Amir.
Now the heroes were plenty and well known to fame
In the troops that were led by the Tsar.
And the bravest of these was a man by the name
Of Ivan Skavinsky Skavar.
One day this bold Russian had shouldered his gun,
And donned his most truculent sneer.
Downtown he did go, where he trod on the toe,
Of Abdul Abulbul Amir…
Intrigued? It gets pretty wild. For those of you with a little musical background, a copy of the musical score and entire thirteen stanzas is included in an appendix at the end of this book. It adds yet another dimension to the outrageous tale. The same simple melody is repeated throughout. It's easy to follow.
I can't help but think that the song was something Dad picked up in his short tour in the Navy immediately following the First World War. He was too young for that one but he and several of his friends wanted to get a taste of military life. Trouble was, the nation's economy could not continue to support a large military without a war to fight. So after only three months in uniform, most of the men found themselves discharged and out on the streets again.
But in the interval, with little to do, there were no doubt many tall tale sessions and singing in the barracks at night and some serious beer-drinking and hell-raising on weekend liberties.
Whether he recalled all of the stanzas or not, the ones he sang for me were fascinating. Though I had to research some of the lyrics again, its simple, lilting melody remains with me still.
The Depression continued to moderate slowly by the spring of '36. America was beginning to work again. Our household was catching up on overdue bills so we could purchase a used, but well-kept Plymouth sedan on time payments. We began riding in style.
Then back to school, this time in the new building, Room 105. Our sixth grade teacher was a raven-haired beauty (in my eyes), Olivia Ahlenfeld. I fell immediately in love with her. Decades later, a former schoolmate, Helen Witham, in answer to a few questions about those days, wrote me saying, “Ah, yes. Miss Ahlenfeld was every boy's sweetheart.”
I have fond memories of those elementary school teachers, most of whom had only two years training in a teacher's college at Normal, Illinois. But despite just two years, the college turned out teachers who were outstanding in presenting the basic subjects of reading (only by systematic, articulated phonics), English (grammar, spelling, punctuation), penmanship, arithmetic, geography and history. In the case of Miss Ahlenfeld, she even taught us a course in Greek mythology, a fascinating study that held my rapt attention. I still remember the names of the three marble column designs the ancient Greeks fashioned to support the immense roofs of their majestic temples: Doric, Ionic and Corinthian (from the least to the most ornate).
Conrad “Connie” Schwager, a classmate, began school that year with a new bicycle he'd won in a contest. His “Silver King” was the most streamlined, all-aluminum bike (except for the chromed fenders) we had seen up to that time. It wasn't the angular framed version most of us had. His also had a light, horn, and speedometer.
I just had to get a ride on that bike, so one morning I left my arithmetic homework at the house. When Miss Ahlenfeld called for our papers, I apologized, feigned forgetfulness, and told her that if I could borrow a bike, I could be back within the fifteen minutes hiatus we were allowed at recess.
I put the bite on Connie, and he reluctantly gave in. I made it back in time with my homework, but never quite reached the 25 mph goal I was aiming for. In confessing my lie and its purpose to him at a class reunion in 1993, Connie told me that he had managed to reach 35 mph going downhill on Walnut Street early one Sunday morning when there was virtually no traffic. But then his size and strength were almost twice mine.
As the days shortened, the temperatures moderated, the nights chilled and were filled with the heady aroma of burning leaves. We approached the bewitching time known as Halloween. But a few days prior to that, “Penny the Teriff” reminded the gang in the neighborhood that we needed to get ready for “Bagger's Night,” his term for the night before Halloween. Little “beggars” (or “baggers,” as the case may be) roamed the streets in various costumes or disguises, each carrying a grocery sack or bag, knocking on doors. We pleaded with residents in a mocking, slow southern drawl, “Could y'all give a po' beggah somp'n t' eat?” The night was usually good for all sorts of fruit, candy and homemade cookies, even during the Depression years.
Mischief? Sure! After dark, for a change of pace, we'd sometimes sneak onto the front porch of a house and soap a window. Or, peeking through the front window, we might see a man sitting and reading the evening newspaper, his wife perhaps knitting in a chair nearby. We'd sneak up, take our homemade "tic-tac" (a notched wooden sewing spool) from our pockets, wind a string around it, insert a loose-fitting pencil "axle" through the hole, place the notched spool against the window pane and jerk the string. Bra-a-a-c-k!! The couple would usually leap out of their chairs while we ran off the porch laughing like loons. Looking back on it, it's a miracle we didn't cause some elderly person to have a heart attack. We were lucky, and more than a little bit crazy.
Around this time, Miss Ahlenfeld heard my voice in song and urged me to enter the Peoria County Boy's Vocal Contest. She directed me to Mrs. Julius Root, a professional voice and piano teacher, mother of Jane Church, also a piano teacher. Jane accompanied me in all three consecutive boy's vocal contests I entered.
Mrs. Root was a taskmaster, instructing me in the classic voice style, singing scales, up and down, up and down, practicing singing precisely “on key.” She had a difficult time convincing me to pronounce some common words in a distinctively classical English style. But unsmiling and persistent, like a Marine boot camp D.I., she finally got my attention.
The song Mrs. Root selected for me to sing in the contest was a rollicking number titled "Tally-Ho!" about a young boy watching a fox hunt develop in merry old England. I still remember the lyrics of most of it and all of the melody. The huntsmen came thundering by and one asked the lad if he had seen the fox. He had, of course, but having pity on the poor exhausted and vulnerable creature, he steered the hunters off in an entirely different direction.
The judges awarded me first place in the County Boys Vocal Contest and presented me with a small gold medal which I still have.
During my practice sessions with Jane at her home, her husband Bill, a high school English teacher, often sat in a comfortable chair across the room, working on his stamp collection and listening. When Jane finished with me one day, Bill called me to his chair.
“Bert, look closely at this,” he said, pointing. “It's an Air Mail stamp. It shows a picture of a biplane in flight, but you'll notice that the airplane is upside down. There weren't many of these printed incorrectly, but several sheets of them got into circulation before the error was noticed and corrected. I was lucky enough to stumble onto one of them. Eventually these will become very valuable.”
That sounded pretty dumb to me, a stamp with an upside-down “Jenny” biplane on it being worth a lot of money. But like many strange things, this stuck in my mind, and over time his statement was borne out. In 2002, one sold for more than $100,000. In 2005, another sold for more than a million, not only the highest price ever paid for a Jenny Invert, but also the most ever paid for a 20th century U.S. stamp. I'd like to think that Bill Church benefited handsomely from his Jenny.
One afternoon, near the end of our school day, Miss Ahlenfeld approached me privately and said, “Bert, I'd like you to stay after school for a few minutes.”
Oh-oh! As any boy will easily remember, that usually means bad news. Searching my memory for something I'd done or not done, nothing came to mind. After the final bell rang, I stayed in my seat. The room emptied, and she sat down next to me with a serious look on her face.
“Do you recall those tests all of you in our class took several weeks ago?” I nodded. “Well, I just wanted you to know that you made a score of one hundred thirty (something). . .”
That caused my head to spin. The rest of the number she spoke was lost to me because I knew damned well that the highest a kid could possibly make on any test was a perfect score of one hundred. It didn't make sense but it was not my place to dispute her, so I just nodded and remained silent. She may have explained, but her terminology was probably well above my grade level. The full import of what she said was lost on me. Years later as I replayed some of my memory tapes, it dawned on me that the test no doubt represented what my I.Q. score had been at that time. And there I was, a white trash ragamuffin in overhalls. Go figure.
On Friday afternoons, fifteen or twenty minutes prior to school letting out, Miss Ahlenfeld usually read to us (if we'd been good that week) from some of the popular adventure stories of our time, like Jack London's Call of the Wild and others. I'm sure it was aimed at hooking us on reading, and it certainly did.
We had hoped that, through some quirk of fate, Miss Ahlenfeld would be teaching us in seventh grade the following school year. Instead, we would have, as cruel fate dictated, Miss Jesse Goodwin, a short, rotund lady with a reputation of being as tough as nails. We were in for some surprises, several ways.
Chapter 12
Four or five of us were playing in an old shed behind Lowell Murphy's house. One of us had found a castoff pint whiskey bottle, and we were pretending to be sailors on leave, having fun, passing the jug around. It was my turn, and I held it near my mouth, going through the motions. I took more time at it than “Teemo” thought I should, and he grabbed it to take it away from me. I held on, he let go. The mouth of the bottle struck the lower edge of my upper left central incisor, breaking off not quite 1/8” horizontally at the bottom. I don't remember the tall tale I told my mother as to how it happened, but certainly no details about how we had been playing with an empty whisky bottle. She would have had a stroke. Nonetheless, she was not pleased.
But boys were always getting teeth broken off. Jack Henberger had a pretty good-sized piece broken off his upper right central incisor at an angle while he was drinking at a water fountain in school. Some clown came along and smacked him on the back of his head, shoving his open mouth against the metal spigot.
It was that same summer that several of us discovered the monthly Superman and Batman comic magazines, fantasy stuff that set our imaginations awhirl. They were just a dime apiece at Moffitt's Drug Store downtown on Second Street. We'd pick up the latest issue, sometimes having to chip in to make up the dime, sit on the sidewalk in front of Moffitt's display window and devour the contents, eager for another. It was no doubt considered trashy literature and was looked down on by our teachers, but at least it helped us hone our reading skills.
Mr. Moffitt repeatedly explained to us that they were only available on a monthly basis, but we had no real sense of time other than day by day. After a waiting period of less than two or three weeks, we'd often stop by and ask if the new ones were in. He was a great guy and his patience was inexhaustible.
Nearby communities like Sparland to the north and Rome to the south of us were too small to support theaters. But to attract shoppers on Saturday nights, store owners combined forces and offered free movies, usually in a park near their modest business districts. A huge white screen was suspended between a couple of light poles or other structures and a movie projector and PA system provided the pictures and sound. Viewers, particularly adults, often brought blankets to sit on. Chairs were not provided.
The movie fare was pretty thin, mostly “B” or sometimes “C” features. Actor George O'Brien often played the lead in many of these epics and became a hero of mine. He was a handsome devil, built like a Notre Dame fullback, and his shirts were usually torn to shreds in his fights to the death with various villains, providing the audience a glimpse of his magnificent physique.
Before dusk, streams of kids, usually led by older brothers and sisters, walked (yes, walked) the three miles south to Rome on the left hand side of Old Route 29 for a Saturday night's movie. We must have resembled a modern version of the legendary “Children's Crusade,” marching alongside the two-lane highway, led by older siblings, some with flashlights.
The park was only a block or two from the Illinois River, so as dusk arrived, so did the mosquitoes from the stagnant pools along its banks. A lot of mosquito swatting was required during the film. Spray cans containing bug repellents had yet to be invented, but sharp-smelling citronella oil was often used to rub on faces, bare arms and necks of audience members, lending an extremely pungent aroma to the open air theater.
One would think it dangerous for dozens of kids walking back home to Chilli on the highway after dark. It certainly would have been, but in those days, after the evening meal, traffic on highways in and out of town was virtually nonexistent. Make no mistake about it, though, we were extremely careful.
Dad decided that summer that we should visit his Grandmother Nellie Hardy, his mother's mother, in Akron, Ohio. She was widowed, quite elderly and it might be the last chance we'd have to see her. She and her late husband, Henry, owned a picturesque home on Turkeyfoot Lake, one of the Portage Lakes near Akron. We spent several days there in a placid, idyllic setting. They even had their own boat dock (long unused and badly in need of repair) with a long stairway down to it from the house.
Like a fish out of water, I wanted to do some swimming in the lake, but although I was quite proficient at the sport for my age (going on eleven), Dad was concerned about the huge size of the lake and its unknown depths. He rounded up an auto inner tube, inflated it and bade me have at it, but cautioning me to “be damned careful.” I spent several hours leisurely paddling around in the tube, all alone, water smooth as glass, thoroughly enjoying myself. We had nothing like that back in Chilli.
I soon found out that Great Grandma Hardy, a typical matriarch, was an outstanding cook, particularly when it came to desserts. One of her specialities was sugar cookies, the best I'd ever tasted and I had my share. She didn't mind a bit.
But there was something unusual about Grandma Hardy in addition to her immense size. Her left eye wouldn't track with the right one. When she'd glance to one side or the other, her right eye moved while the left one looked straight ahead. I tried not to stare but occasionally couldn't help myself. She no doubt noticed, but offered no comment or explanation.
One day I couldn't stand it any longer. With only my dad and mom present, I asked, “What's wrong with Gramma's eye, Mom?”
She said, “Grandma Hardy had an accident to her eye many years ago and lost the vision of it. She's blind in that eye.”
That was an opening Dad couldn't pass up and with a straight face he added, “Yeah. Now she has a glass one, and when nobody's watching, she takes it out, polishes it with a soft cloth and then puts it back in.”
I was speechless and didn't pursue it further. I'm certain my exasperated mother must have chastised him with, “Oh, Clarence!”
Something else that fascinated me in that lovely Hardy home was a library-sitting room with windows along one side facing west onto Turkeyfoot Lake. Several times during our visit, I found myself alone in the room thumbing through many of the volumes on the shelves. There was quite a collection. The last night in the Hardy residence with nothing better to do, I turned on the light above one of the couches and sought something to read. I discovered several books of short stories, just the ticket. Flipping through the table of contents of one, I stumbled onto an odd title: “The Traveller's Story of A Terribly Strange Bed.” My curiosity was aroused, so I flopped onto a couch with a big cushion behind me and began to read. The rest of the family were in another part of the house, far enough away from me that I couldn't hear their voices.
Well into the story the plot began to get pretty scary. All I could see outside the line of library windows looking west toward the lake was darkness.
The protagonist in the tale had spent an evening at the roulette tables in Paris, winning heavily and growing giddy from imbibing champagne. His pockets heavy with loot, he sought a nearby inn, intending to get a good night's sleep before sailing for England on the morning tide. He collapsed onto a huge fourposter bed topped with an immense overhead canopy or valance. In his semi-inebriated state his world took on a lurid aspect:
“I turned on my back and looked up. Was I mad? drunk? dreaming? giddy again? or was the top of the bed really moving down—sinking slowly, regularly, silently, horribly, right down throughout the whole of its length and breadth—right down upon me, as I lay underneath?
“My heart seemed to stand still. A deadly paralyzing coldness stole all over me as I turned my head round on the pillow and determined to test whether the bedtop was really moving or not….
“The next look in that direction was enough. The dull, black, frowzy outline of the valance above me was within an inch of being parallel with (a portrait on the wall). I still looked breathlessly. And steadily and slowly—very slowly—I saw the figure, and the line of the frame below the figure, vanish, as the valance moved down before it.
“I am, constitutionally, anything but timid. I have been on more than one occasion in peril of my life, and have not lost my self-possession for an instant; but when the conviction first settled on my mind that the bed-top was really moving, was steadily and continuously sinking down upon me, I looked up shuddering, helpless, panic-stricken, beneath the hideous machinery for murder, which was advancing closer and closer to suffocate me where I lay….”
I finished the story but was deeply disturbed by it. Years later, I found that it was written by Wilkie Collins (1824-1889), known for his gripping horror stories that often emulated and competed with those of Edgar Alan Poe (1809-1849), best known for his tales of mystery and horror. About five years later a buddy of mine and I deliberately sought out Poe's and Collins' bizarre stories for chilling entertainment.
I probably tossed and turned that night, but after daylight, we loaded up to drive home. We said our goodbyes and certainly I recall Grandma Hardy handing me a bag with some of her sugar cookies before we drove up her driveway and headed for Illinois.
One day in August, back in Chilli, a small group of us were sitting around under a shade tree playing Mumblety-peg. It was a game in which players tried to flip or throw a two-bladed pocket knife from various positions so that one of the blades would stick into the ground. All red-blooded American boys owned a pocket knife and most played the game. After a half dozen or so turns for each of us, we were pondering what to do next. Summer was running out and so were our ideas.
Penny the Teriff suddenly brightened up and said, “Hey! Let's go visit old Mr. McCune. We haven't been there for a while.”
The name was new to me and I wondered what an old man would have to do that would interest a bunch of us kids.
“Who's Mr. McCune?” I asked.
“Oh, he's a guy down the street who has a whole bunch of Indian relics. If he's not busy, he'll show us through his place. He's got a lot of things to look at.”
Cousin Bub Green and I weren't too excited about the idea, but Indian relics sounded interesting, so we tagged along. It was only a block's walk down Third Street alongside the Rock Island Line railroad tracks to a very modest four-room dwelling at the southwest corner of Third and Maple Streets. Three or four of us walked up to the front door, and Penny bravely knocked several times. After a short wait, the door opened and a man in his mid-to-upper sixties appeared.
“Yes?”
Our self-appointed spokesman said, “Mr. McCune, a couple of new kids moved into town from Peoria a while back, and we wondered if you would show them your arrow heads and stuff.”
So, Bub and I were the bait.
Mr. McCune hesitated for a moment, then said, “Sure, boys, come on in.”
He led all of us into a small living room that opened directly off the porch.
Bub and I looked around and were impressed. Arrayed neatly and geometrically around the walls, in frames 20” x 24” or larger, were Indian artifacts of every size, shape and description. The displays covered the walls. There were hundreds upon hundreds of arrow heads, large and small; stone ax heads and hammerheads without their wooden handles; the business ends of ceremonial peace pipes, the end that held the tobacco. Their hollow wooden tubes were missing, no doubt rotted away many decades earlier.
When finished, he walked us out the side kitchen door into the back yard and toward the front of the house. About halfway there, he paused at a pair of low-slanted doors which opened into a basement area. He raised both of them so we could see the steps that led through a doorway and into a small room normally used for storing jars of home grown fruits and vegetables. He pointed to something that was suspended from the ceiling by ropes or wire. As we focused on the object, he described it.
“Boys, there you see a saddle given to me by Buffalo Bill Cody, the man who created and operated the old wild west shows that were so popular many years ago.”
We were enthralled, because all of us had heard of Buffalo Bill. He was always dressed in western garb, flowing white mane of hair, white moustache and goatee whose assembled groups of real cowboys and Indians had performed for huge audiences all around the country and into Europe.
Then Mr. McCune added seriously, “But, boys, I want to caution you against ever going down there. That saddle is very valuable, and I have something hooked up there that will warn me if someone is in the basement attempting to make off with it.”
Then the friendly old man smiled, closed the doors, thanked us for stopping by and bade us a good day.
The trip through Mr. McCune's modest museum was an education in itself.
In early autumn at dusk, bats were often seen wheeling and diving at high speeds in our neighborhood, catching flying insects for food. Several of us would gather in “Teemo” Wilcox's yard on the northeast corner of Third and Hickory. We'd take off our caps and stand ready. When we'd see a dark flying object approaching speedily overhead, we'd toss our caps high in the air in an attempt to intercept its flight path. These strange creatures, with their built-in radar-like abilities, could pick up intruding objects entering their airspace and spiral down with their targets nearly to the ground, then peel off and climb for the sky again. Our arms wore out long before the bats tired of the game. Being usually short of pocket money, we were good at providing our own entertainment.
The day after Labor Day, 1937, we were back in school. We had heard rumors of the short, fairly rotund, very strict Miss Jesse Goodwin, the seventh grade teacher. A few of the boys towered over her, but she lived up to her reputation. She was a taskmaster, highly qualified to teach all of our many school subjects, but particularly specializing in English, grammar and penmanship.
Hour after hour she would have us practicing our handwriting skills, doing the “ups and downs,” and the “ovals,” both exercises cushioned by the skin of the forearm that permitted a controlled, flowing Palmer Method cursive style. My handwriting is still pretty decent in my 83rd year, when I'm not in a hurry. You may notice that many older folks still write with a fairly respectable “long hand.”
Miss Goodwin hammered us in grammar. I can't speak for the others, but I hated the drills, the constant memorizing, but had no choice. Burned into my memory bank are the two sets of personal pronouns we committed to memory, in exact order: I, you, he, she, it, we, they; me, us, you, him, her, it, them. Occasionally we'd be asked individually to recite them to her for practice.
A few of the braver lads had the guts to recite them quickly, slurring the she and it together, sounding them as one word, looking her straight in the eye, never smiling. A few of the other guys would be grinning, surreptitiously, of course. It was a game we were playing, testing her. The girls never joined in. Oh, maybe just grinning inwardly, secretly hoping one of us would catch hell. But Miss Goodwin was much wiser than we were, realizing that our intent was to get a rise out of her. We failed, and before long our silly games collapsed and she had won, not having said a word about our disgusting challenge. (“Curses, foiled again!”)
That particular exercise was aimed at helping us use pronouns correctly in speech and writing. The reason escaped me for a long time until about thirty-five years ago when it suddenly struck me. The first set were pronouns in the nominative case while the balance were in the objective case.
Despite her small size, Miss Goodwin kept a tight rein on us and could usually handle any discipline problems in our class of about thirty-five. But when they rarely got beyond her skills, she didn't hesitate to escort the offender to the principal's office. It was my ill fortune to suffer that fate on one occasion. I was feeling cocky and had pushed her too far.
“Doc” Pearce was a huge bear of a man. He had a nearly bald pate, and a prominent proboscis, hence the nickname the boys gave him in private, “Baldy Beak.” He truly loved kids and had a reputation of being a man of his word and extremely fair, but he did not brook any nonsense. We were in school to learn, not screw around.
Miss Goodwin and I entered his office and approached his desk. The paddle I had heard about from others lay prominently displayed beside some papers, within easy reach of his massive right fist. I judged it to be about three-eighths inch thick, a little over three inches wide and perhaps two feet long. One end was shaped to fit his grip.
Miss Goodwin revealed my transgression in some detail, departed, and I was alone with “the man.”
Smiling pleasantly, he asked, “Bert, have you ever been to this office for this infraction before?”
I shook my head, at a loss for words.
He spoke softly, at some length, but with impact.
“If you are ever sent to my office again for this same offense, you will be punished.” Long pause. “Do you understand?” I nodded, still not trusting my voice. He dismissed me, still smiling. His hand had never touched his paddle. It didn't have to. Anyone returning for the same offense and clearly unrepentant would get the lumber laid smartly to his backside. His message came through loud and clear. I turned, walked to his open door and departed, never again returning for any disciplinary reason.
Rumor had it that boys who were declared incorrigible sometimes wound up in the dreaded regional “reform school,” apparently located somewhere south of Peoria. Those institutions had a reputation reminiscent of the horrible work houses described so grimly in Charles Dickens' Oliver Twist. Three years later after my encounter with Doc Pearce, I was facing reform school along with four of my pals.
As firm as Miss Goodwin was with us, she had a heart of gold and truly loved her kids and the challenges they presented to her. As Miss Ahlenfeld had done, Jesse read to us in the final fifteen or twenty minutes each Friday afternoon before school let out. She had a particular liking for the Anne of Green Gables series, the story of Anne Shirley, an orphan girl of about our age, who was sent to live with a farming couple. Anne's adventures were happy, sometimes sad, and often hilarious. I remember seeing brimming tears appear in Miss Goodwin's eyes as she read dramatic portions of the girl's life in school, on the farm, and of her adolescent crush on classmate Gilbert Blythe. We listened in rapt attention.
A new kid joined our class that year. Leo Brown was a tall, lanky lad from Chicago. His father was a policeman. Apparently there was some family difficulty, a divorce perhaps, and “Lee” wound up in Chillicothe living with his maternal grandparents, Mr. & Mrs. Fairley on Cedar Avenue. He was a very likable guy and blended in easily with the rest of us. Before long he was known to us by a nickname he preferred, “Doc.”
Not long after Lee came to Chilli, one of the big, tough kids in Pearce Grade School whose self-appointed role was to confront and try out all newcomers, kept challenging Lee to a fist fight. Lee wasn't a pugnacious type and kept avoiding a confrontation. But the town bully was not to be put off. Our friend finally gave in one day and agreed to meet his much bigger tormentor after school in the alleyway across from Ross Placher's neighborhood grocery store on Chestnut between Fifth and Sixth Streets. The rumor of the approaching encounter spread rapidly through the upper grades and after the day's final bell rang, a sizable crowd had gathered in the alley only half a block from school. We could have sold tickets.
Knowing the pugilistic reputation of the bully, I feared a short and painful bout for our classmate. But Lee took a classic boxer's stance while his opponent began swinging wildly, aiming to end the bout quickly. Lee parried the blows with ease and counter punched to the other lad's face. He ducked, bobbed and weaved, jabbing with his left, crossing with his right. I'm sure his arms must have been bruised, but he suffered no apparent damage to his head or body.
After several minutes, Lee's opponent's face was red and splotchy and he was breathing heavily. Realizing he'd been bested, the bully dropped his hands, stuck out his big right paw, grinned and admitted sheepishly, “OK, you win!”
We didn't raise Lee on our shoulders and march off with him, but he became a hero to a lot of the smaller kids in school who had been victims of continual harassment by this other boy over the years. I recall Lee telling us later that he had learned boxing from his policeman father, no doubt at the Chicago Police Athletic League.
Possibly because of my success in events like the Peoria County Boys Vocal Contest and my solo vocals in her dance recitals, Mildred Calendar asked me to sing at her wedding. Since I'd had an adolescent crush on her, I felt privileged. Mom was pleased, too. But understandably, I didn't care much for the looks of the guy she was going to marry.
The wedding was to be held in a big Catholic church in Peoria. I was non-Catholic at the time: Baptist, Methodist, Congregationalist, you name it, all for varying and widely spaced periods and reasons. So I was a little suspicious of that “different” religion. I smile now, thinking about it.
I had sung some vocal solos in Protestant churches before and had the reputation of having a very good rendition of the “Ave Maria.” Lucky for me, that was one of the two hymns Mildred wanted me to sing. Figured it'd be a snap. Boy, was I in for a surprise.
Mom drove me to Peoria one afternoon to go over the two selections with the nun who would play the organ for the ceremony. I'd never been in such a huge, ornate church in my life. It was deathly quiet, obviously a cathedral and, as such, was intimidating. The nun led us quietly up a long, narrow flight of steps to the choir loft. She was hooded and all in black. In my outrageous imagination, I wondered if this was what it must have been like in the Middle Ages as the condemned was led up to his or her execution, to the man and his ax.
We got off on the wrong foot. She wasn't at all pleased to learn that a non-Catholic lad had been chosen to be the solo vocalist. She let me know in no uncertain terms that we would be using Gounod's “Ave Maria,” as opposed to Schubert's, the version with which I was completely familiar. The second hymn was also one which I'd never heard in my life. Good reason, too. Both were to be sung in Latin. Mom and I looked at each other and shuddered.
The nun must have figured that she was in for a very long session, but decided to give me a try. With my retentive mind, I mimicked her Latin pronunciations, doing surprisingly well with the difficulties of a language that was entirely foreign to me. The nun helped me with some of the more difficult Latin pronunciations and nuances, then sent me home with the music to practice, practice, practice, no doubt praying it just might work out.
Turns out I did quite well. Mildred and her mother were delighted with the result, and so was the nun. Both Mom and I were relieved when it was over.
I still didn't like the guy Mildred married, though.
It was about this time that Dad decided to paint our kitchen ceiling red. Yes, that's correct—red, R-E-D.
Many years later, my father's two younger married sisters, Juanita (“PeeWee”) Davis and Lillian Scales, were visiting my late wife and I, and we began talking about the old days.
Juanita, the youngest of the two suddenly asked me, “Bert, do you remember when Cocky painted the kitchen ceiling red?”
A wave of remembrance swept over me. My God! I did recall that he came up with that crazy idea in 1937 when we lived at 357 Hickory Street. And he was sober at the time, too. The project horrified my mother, but some sort of quid pro quo was worked out between them and he got his red ceiling. I can't imagine what Mom might have gotten in exchange. Needless to say, though, that red ceiling was an unusual conversation piece. Without question, my father marched to a distinctly different drummer.
I wonder what the next renters thought when they first saw it.
Chapter 13
Bill Wait, a classmate, lived in a lovely home up on Sixth Street. The Waits had a large basement that contained a pool table. Occasionally when his parents were gone for the evening, Bill would invite a few of us up to his house, not to shoot pool, but to play penny ante poker. The pool table served as a convenient oversized card table and at our heights, we didn't need any chairs or stools.
Bill was pretty sharp at the game and taught the fundamentals to those of us who were amateurs. I'd save my pennies and get into the game with fifteen or twenty of the coppers, then go home with only one or two, enough to buy a couple of sticks of Blony Bubble Gum at Percy Tucker's grocery store on the way to school the next morning.
What was even more intriguing at Bill's place, though, was what Mr. Wait had tucked away in a small enclosed area beneath his basement stairway. He made his own grape wine and apricot brandy.
(The reader knows what's coming, don't you?)
There was a small wooden keg of wine on a platform under the stairs. The temptation was too great. Several of us obtained drinking glasses from the kitchen and tried some of his grape wine, thinking ourselves big shots. Most of us took a sip but found it to be strong medicine on our inexperienced palates. We retired to the kitchen, rinsed and dried the glasses and returned them to their places, confident the evidence no longer existed.
However, the last kid in line didn't quite manage to get the old fashioned wooden spigot closed properly and it resulted in a drip, drip, drip onto the concrete floor. The next day, Mr. Wait, a professional plumber by trade, went to the basement for tools and spotted a good-sized pool of partially evaporated, very sticky wine residue on the floor in the enclosed area under the stairs. Bill never did tell us how he lied himself out of that mess, whether he got his ass whipped, or how long it took him to clean it up.
That summer the economy had been on a definite upturn until President Roosevelt got a little cocky. He began throwing his weight around with the country's business and industrial communities and labor unions. He also attempted to stack the Supreme Court with judges who would do his bidding. There were strikes and riots. Boom! We slipped right back into the Depression.
Caterpiller and other large factories experienced big layoffs. That included many men who lived in Chillicothe and commuted by carpooling the twenty miles to Peoria. Dad and Uncle Harry were among those who were suddenly once more out of a job. The small community of Chillicothe was only able to provide work for a few of the many unemployed. With rent and utilities to pay, furnace coal and groceries to buy, many families were suddenly in dire straits again.
Unable to keep up the time payments on our handsome second-hand 1936 Plymouth sedan, the nicest car we'd ever owned, Dad drove it back to the used car dealer and turned in his car keys. He may have received enough money in exchange to help us get by for a while. According to Dad, as he was leaving the dealer's office to walk the half mile back home, the owner, apparently a man with a good heart, called him back into the office.
“Dammit, Shorty, a man's got to be able to get around, one way or another. C'mere!”
Dad followed him in. They walked to his back door and the dealer looked out over his modest used car lot, spotting an old 1928 Dodge Coupe sitting alone off in one corner.
He pointed to the old coupe and said, “It's not fancy, but if it's worth a dollar to you, you've got transportation.”
Dad was a proud man, but not so proud that he would turn down an offer like that. They shook hands, Dad accepted the ignition keys offered to him and we had wheels once again. Whenever he could afford gasoline, we rode around Chilli in that boxy-looking old coupe for the rest of the winter. Man-to-man deals were often handled like that in the old days, with just a handshake.
But that was only a small part of our dilemma. The WPA (Work Projects Administration) was a federal agency begun in 1935. It was designed to help unemployed men by providing useful work which earned them an extremely modest wage, but enough at least to put basic food on their tables. My recollection is that they were paid something like five dollars a week.
Dad worked for them for two or three weeks, but considered it “make work,” standing round leaning on a shovel handle, according to him, accomplishing little. That sort of thing would have driven him out of his mind in short order. He may have had his shortcomings, but he was a good, dedicated worker, and he finally quit, continuing to scour the town for a real job.
But while he was haunting Chilli businesses for employment, the late autumn weather was beginning to have a frosty bite to it. Our coal bin was empty and the cheaper soft coal that burned faster only cost five dollars a ton. But five dollars would buy at least a large bag of groceries at Krogers, so it was a question of priorities. Also, cords of wood cost about as much as coal. But there was another source of fuel as well.
That fall, when the field corn kernels were sufficiently dry enough to shell easily from the cob, equipment at the local grain elevator separated the kernels from the cob and augered the dried kernels into immense three or four-story-high silos for storage. The dry cobs were spat out onto mountainous piles to the south and west of the silos. These could be used for stove or furnace fuel. They were easy to ignite and produced a hot fire, but one of relatively shorter duration. The elevator company was delighted to be rid of them and we sure couldn't beat the price. Ours were not the only families in town taking advantage of the free fuel.
So, our two families, the Claytons and the Greens, made numerous trips to the grain elevator about six blocks from our house, pulling borrowed wagons, carrying gunny sacks and medium-sized scoop shovels. Of course, Bub and I were enlisted (or perhaps drafted) to assist. We lost track of the number of trips we made back and forth to the cob piles and the number of gunny sacks we filled and hauled back to our basement window to be dumped into the coal bin.
As fuel, they didn't last long. Fortunately, the generous people at Hunter Lumber Company were very sympathetic to the plight of the unemployed during those difficult days and would let customers have the cheaper “Big 5” soft coal at $5.00 a ton, put it on the “tab” and let them pay off the bill the following summer.
With Dad's experience in filling station and garage work, he finally got a job, twelve hours a day, six days a week at Luke Claycomb's busy Texaco station at the northeast corner of Cedar Avenue and Fourth streets. He pumped gas, fixed flat tires, performed oil changes and lube jobs, and washed an occasional car. His salary was $14.00 a week. To ease the strain on our budget, we moved into a small garage apartment on Third Street between Cedar and Chestnut, less than a half block's easy walk from Claycomb's.
The Rock Island railroad line passed no farther away from the back of our apartment than 50-60 feet. The diesel and steam engine locomotives tooted their horns coming through downtown, night and day, as a warning to any traffic intent on crossing the tracks at Cedar and Third. As I recall, there were flashing signal lights at the crossing to alert drivers to the danger, but no striped wooden arms that also lowered to discourage them from attempting to cross when trains were approaching.
From our modest dwelling we could feel the ground shake as the engines, hauling eight or ten passenger cars or 50-75 heavy freight cars, rolled by several times each day and night. We got used to it after a while, sorta.
But things always brighten up some when spring arrives. Besides, I was destined to enter the Peoria County Boys Vocal Contest again that year. Mrs. Julius Root and her daughter, Jane Church, again provided me with classical voice lessons and selected a song for me to perform. Fifty cents a lesson as I recall. This time my solo was taken from a poem by Eugene Field called “Little Boy Blue,” a sad and solemn song about a little boy…. Well, I'll let the poem tell the story. Unsmiling and with a serious countenance, I sang:
The little toy dog is covered with dust,
But sturdy and staunch he stands;
And the little toy soldier is red with rust,
And his musket molds in his hands.
Time was when the little toy dog was new
And the soldier was passing fair;
And that was the time when our Little Boy Blue
Kissed them and put them there.
“Now, don't you go till I come,” he said,
“And don't you make any noise!”
So toddling off to his trundle bed
He dreamed of his pretty toys.
And as he was dreaming, an angel song
Awakened our Little Boy Blue.
Oh, the years are many, the years are long,
But the little toy friends are true.
Aye, faithful to Little Boy Blue they stand,
Each in the same old place.
Awaiting the touch of a little hand,
And the smile of a little face.
And they wonder as waiting these long years
through, in the dust of that little chair,
What has become of our Little Boy Blue
Since he kissed them and put them there.
I stumbled onto the poem again by accident in A Treasury of the Familiar, a book that deals with famous and favorite writings. I wish I could remember how the melody went. The song was a real tear-jerker and the audience responded in kind. I walked off with the gold medal in the boys vocal category again that year. About the same time, my dancing career came to an end, and I shed not a single tear.
By now the title of “boy soprano” was being bandied about by some in town to describe my voice and whatever talent I had. Although I was both flattered and embarrassed to some extent, I knew that girls had soprano voices, so I wasn't sure I appreciated the comparison.
Feeling a little crowded in the garage apartment, we moved to the last dwelling on the west side of North Cutright Street in North Chillicothe. The only thing between us and the Santa Fe railroad tracks running from Chicago to Los Angeles was a big vacant field. We were almost country dwellers.
Although we had more living space in the rental house on Cutright, we missed the indoor plumbing we had in the garage apartment by the railroad tracks downtown. Now we had the usual outhouse to contend with, along with all of its built-in inconveniences, out-of-date Monkey Wards catalogs, etc. That meant, too, that each bedroom had a “chamber pot,” an ultra- simple, but awkward way of relieving oneself during cold winter nights in Illinois. Walking outside to the “biffy” in the middle of the night in those temperatures could turn you into a pillar of ice. My mother, in one of her more humorous moments sometimes referred to a chamber pot as a “come-under-me-quick.”
Time for school to begin again, and I was ready to enter eighth grade. This was when several of the farm kids who had completed the seventh grade in country schools were transferred to our school in town. It was with the idea of helping them make an orderly transition into the community school environment. This practice also helped them ease into the much larger class sizes they would encounter upon entering high school. After all, those youngsters had spent seven years in one-room schoolhouses in the country, often with only eight or ten children scattered throughout several different grades and only one teacher to handle it all. I was amazed at how well-prepared those students were when they joined us in our eighth grade in town and how soon they adapted to the change. They were up to speed before we knew it.
Until now, all of our teachers had been single women. This year we had Ralph Cusac, who was also our basketball and baseball coach and supervised other elementary school sports including boxing. Although he was friendly and fair, he commanded respect. You knew where you stood with Ralph and we held him in awe. In our eighth grade class picture I counted 53 faces, plus Ralph's. But he never had a problem and never needed an assistant.
One unusual subject we had that year was orthography. It was a course of study designed by Elmer W. Cavins, Associate Professor of English, Illinois State Normal University. It included sections devoted to dictionary study, word analysis, spelling and phonics. It was designed to be taught over a two year period, seventh and eighth grades, but apparently Mr. Cusac was fascinated with the section dealing with word analysis, so he concentrated on teaching us that entire portion in just one year. This was in addition to our yearly reviews and exercises in English grammar, spelling and punctuation.
The main thrust of it dealt with the study of 140 word roots, prefixes and suffixes. He insisted that we memorize them all, along with their meanings, and we did. As tedious as that may sound, it was definitely to our benefit, and I certainly found it useful in decoding words of several syllables whose meanings were vague or unfamiliar to me. I still remember most of them. They come in very handy when encountering and decoding polysyllabic terms. (Just showin' off.)
The text was a small beet red-colored volume. I obtained a new copy of it in the 1960s and taught two courses of orthography while tutoring well over two hundred students of all ages in intensive, systematic, articulated phonics after my retirement from the Federal Aviation Administration, 1988 to 1996.
Dad was still working for Luke Claycomb but was eventually able to move up from our old Dodge Coupe to a 1928 Model A Ford Sedan again.
Luke had also hired a young black man part-time to wash cars for him. He was known around town by his nickname, “Thumb Tack.” I don't have a clue as to why he was called that.
For some reason, Thumb Tack came to idolize my dad. There were a few occasions when Dad would be late coming home on a Saturday night. The young black knew some of the taverns Dad might frequent, and after ten or eleven o'clock, would walk around downtown looking for signs of our Model A. He'd scout the nearby saloons and if he located Dad, he would help him out to our car, drive him home, help him to the porch, knock on the door and deliver his sodden burden to my grateful mother. He would then disappear into the night, afoot. We never knew where he hung his hat.
Bob Johnson was a retired State Trooper and resident Chilli historian. During a visit to Chilli in 1997, I asked Bob about Thumb Tack. He told me that the lad's given name was Sam Carpenter. I took notes.
As I recall the story, J. R. Johnson ran a lumber company in Peoria but lived in Chilli. He had run onto Sam back in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, and brought him back to employ him as a chauffeur. The difficulty was, due to some law against bringing blacks across state lines, Johnson had to adopt Sam to make the deal legal. Sam's first winter in Chilli threw him a curve. He had never driven in snow before, and according to those who witnessed the incident, they told of seeing the car he was driving sliding down an icy Cedar Street, sideways, out of control.
The rest of Sam's story seems to have faded with the years.
Over time, Luke Claycomb gave Dad a raise, from $14 to $17 for his 72-hour week. But within a month, Mrs. Claycomb became ill and required surgery that laid her up for several months. Luke had to hire a young lady to help his wife at home for an extended period, so Luke, reluctantly, had to rescind Dad's $3 a week raise. That hurt.
My mother was an excellent cook, particularly when it came to desserts. She approached a small restaurant two blocks east of us on Santa Fe Avenue, only a block from the Santa Fe Railway Depot. Mom's specialties were pies, and she made an agreement with the owner of the restaurant to bake homemade pies for his customers. He provided her with the pie tins and Mom filled them—twenty-five cents for a soft pie and thirty-five cents for a fruit pie. She did a brisk business for quite a while and helped bolster the family's bottom line, which needed considerable bolstering at times.
Chapter 14
We had a neighborhood full of kids. Classmate Dean Adams and his brother, Joe, lived just around the corner from us on Wilmot Street. I remember their younger brother having his nose broken badly while he was cranking the balky engine on their family's old Model T Ford. The old beast backfired, the crank handle reversed violently and hit the boy in the face. He had an awful-looking nose on him for several weeks.
As autumn arrived, we roamed the huge vacant field between our house and the Santa Fe tracks, dreaming up all sorts of games. They didn't cost a cent. Even some of the girls took part, and there was a brief time when I was severely smitten by a petite, comely young lass whom everyone called “Tootie.”
I was enthralled by the lyrical beauty of the many romantic ballads of the day. One in particular, “Deep in a Dream,” was cleverly structured, sweetly melodious, and one of my favorites:
I dim all the lights and I sink in my chair,
The smoke from my cigarette climbs through the air.
The walls of my room fade away in the gloom
And I'm deep in a dream…of you.
The smoke makes a stairway for you to descend.
You come to my arms, may this bliss never end.
And we love anew just as we used to do,
Deep in a dream…of you.
Then from the ceiling, sweet music comes stealing,
we glide through a lover's refrain.
You're so appealing, that I'm still revealing
my love for you over again.
My cigarette burns me, I wake with a start.
My hand isn't hurt but there's pain in my heart.
Awake or asleep, every memory I'll keep
When I'm deep in a dream…of you.
The thing that always intrigued me with so many of those lyrics is the clever way in which song writers used alliteration to rhyme two or more words within the same line. Remarkable.
I was also an avid radio listener. Besides all of the regular kid stories, there were some really great classic productions available.
On a Sunday night, October 30, 1938, dramatic actor Orson Welles and the “Mercury Theatre on the Air” produced a radio version of H. G. Wells' early science-fiction novel, War of the Worlds. I never missed Mercury Theatre and plopped myself down on the living room floor that night in front of our Zenith console radio, the best piece of furniture we had.
Listening from the very beginning of the program, I was aware that the news broadcast interruptions were just a part of the play production. We learned later, however, that several who tuned into the program late thought they were hearing actual news bulletins, because it was framed in that format. Some listeners were terrified, particularly on the east coast where the story's action unfolded.
It was a thrilling dramatic presentation. Lying in the darkened living room, elbows on the floor, chin propped in my hands, my mind's eye was able to envision the action taking place. The sound from the radio's large cloth-covered speaker made the story become real as the Martian monsters waded across New York City's Hudson River. The poisonous green gases they were emitting began to decimate the city's panic-stricken population. And all this from my imagination, without the benefit of video images.
I sympathize with youngsters today who might have great difficulty imagining scenes that arise from the ages of good books, or the radio voice sounds of “Orphan Annie,” “Jack Armstrong,” or “The Shadow” without the aid of television. Oh, what they're missing. Are we becoming witnesses to the death of imagination? Someone once wrote that the human brain works less while watching television than it does while we're asleep.
It was an honor to have been a part of the listening audience for the remarkable history-making production that Halloween Eve in 1938.
When winter came, Mr. Cusac introduced us to a new sport, something he might have called Snowball Warfare. After a really wonderfully soft overnight snowfall, our eighth grade boys went out on the playground at morning recess, chose up sides and built two snow forts, facing each other across an expanse of perhaps twenty yards. At afternoon recess, we accumulated our ammunition, hundreds upon hundreds of snowballs, and stored them behind the forts. After school, the two teams positioned themselves behind the forts and planted their pennants or flags behind them, surrounded by their defenders.
Ralph gave the signal with his whistle and the battle was on, with him refereeing. The object was to capture the opponent's flag, and the first team to do so was the winner. The snowballs flew fast and furious, and anyone brave enough to attempt snatching the enemy's flag took a pounding in the process. Who won, the North or the South? I don't really recall, nor did it matter. It was just great sport, good clean fun with no serious casualties.
Winter was tough that year, and in our uninsulated dwelling in North Chillicothe, survival was a challenge. Heat was provided by a wood-burning stove in the modest dining room and a cook stove in the kitchen. Neither of the bedrooms were heated but the doors from the dining area to the bedrooms were left open during the night. Even then, the heating stove was usually adjusted to a minimum setting at bedtime, then the draft was opened some in the morning and wood added to get the fire going again.
My small room was on the far northwest corner of the house, with one window facing north. When a cold front came through, the temperature in my bedroom plummeted and the winds howled from the northwest, unobstructed by anything between us and the railroad roundhouse about a half mile away.
On those occasions, prior to my turning in, my mother would heat water in a kettle on the cook stove, pour it into a quart glass jar, seal it tightly and put it under the covers where my feet would be. A half hour or more later, Mom would remove the jar, I would dive in, pull the heavy feather tick nearly up to my nose and then fall rapidly asleep, interrupted only occasionally during the bitterly cold nights by a passing freight and its long mournful whistle.
In the morning I'd often find a deposit of ice crystals on the coverlet by my nose, caused by the moisture from my breath meeting the room's freezing temperatures. In those instances, there would also be an eighth inch or more of ice crystals or frost formed on the inside of the glass window panes near the lower wooden members of the frame.
As spring rolled around, we moved to a second-floor furnished efficiency apartment in a huge, two-story brick dwelling on North Fourth Street between Truitt Avenue and Ash Street. (This one had indoor plumbing.)
A young couple lived in the other apartment on the same floor and our two families shared a small kitchen. The young lady was pretty chubby, and a few weeks later, I understood why.
Early one evening the man in the apartment across from ours had the landlord call Dr. Sutton, a local physician. The man's young wife began going into labor. Chillicothe had no hospital and the nearest one was twenty miles away in Peoria. It didn't matter much because it wasn't uncommon for birthings to be conducted in the home environment.
A blanket was laid out on the kitchen table and the young lady was helped onto it. It was an apparently difficult delivery and she was extremely vocal about it, crying out in great distress. Dr. Sutton sought help from my mother next door. Mom, easily unnerved, would have nothing to do with it.
Dr. Sutton insisted that he needed additional help besides the young husband's. Doc finally talked my reluctant father into helping them with her. It was a noisy affair, I remember, since the doorway to the kitchen was right next to our living room door and my hearing was excellent. But eventually everything turned out satisfactorily. To Dad, it was quite an experience. He never said whether he received a fee for “scrubbing in,” but then his part was probably toward the other end, away from where the action was, holding the young lady down by her shoulders. Tricky business, I would imagine.
Across the street was the small locally-owned Chillicothe Dairy operated by Phil McAlearny and Homer Gill. I was intrigued and one Saturday morning visited it, and this neighborhood lad was invited to tour the facility.
I watched with interest as one of the owners pre-rinsed the empty quart milk bottles before cleansing them thoroughly with a steam treatment of sorts, readying them for refilling. They asked if I would like to help them with the rinsing and I eagerly agreed. I enjoyed the task, and afterward, in appreciation for my help, they gave me a half-pint bottle of real chocolate milk, a rare treat for me. I felt important becoming an unofficial part-time employee on Saturday mornings.
There was a large stainless steel vat in one room in which they prepared cottage cheese. Never having tasted that particular dairy product, I was suspicious of it, but they urged me to try it. It was pleasantly tasty and I enjoy cottage cheese to this day.
That spring they entered me in the Boy's Vocal Contest again, expecting, I suppose, that I might walk off with another “first,” third time in a row. Well, poor timing and the emergence of a 13-year-old's hormonal influences dictated otherwise.
I was just beginning to get over a spring case of laryngitis when my boy's soprano voice also began changing into an erratic alto. As the fateful day for the contest approached, I could sense the concerns of both Mrs. Root, my voice coach, and Jane Church, my accompanist. A handsome young lad from Peoria walked off with the gold medal, besting the rest of us with his rendition of an old southern song about a young black boy in the cotton fields down south who had wandered off from his duty as “Water Boy”:
Water Boy, where is yo hidin'?
Efin' yo dona come, gwine tella yo mammy….
Odd that I should remember the opening lines of the song that won, and can't even recall the title, lyrics or melody of my own. Mine was a Fifth Prize, a green ribbon, which I still have, along with my two modest gold medals from the previous two contests. Had I won the first prize, the lyrics might have stayed with me, but a “fifth”? Forget it! (Which I promptly did.)
Near the end of school year, “Doc” Pearce came into our room and gave us a brief introduction into the mysteries of algebra, a course that would take us from the real to the abstract. Not that Mr. Cusac was incapable of handling it. It was probably just an opportunity for old “Baldy Beak” to return to the classroom and polish his skills, or maybe just show off. Doc may have known that most of us would be concerned about facing that new challenge with the peculiar name in our freshman year at high school and wanted to remove some of the mystery from it.
With his back to us, it provided an opportunity for some of the big guys at the rear of the room to act up, but Doc seemed to have eyes in the back of his head. He could spin around and hurl a piece of chalk or an eraser with unerring accuracy at a suspected offender, causing the individual to have to duck or get hit.
I really wasn't aware of it at the time, but in later years, I was prompted to count the tousled heads in our eighth grade graduation photo. Sure enough, there were fifty-three of us. Can you imagine an eighth grade teacher today putting up with a thundering herd like that without assistance? But, Ralph Cusac kept a tight rein on our gang, and strict discipline in his class was never a problem. It had a lot to do, also, with the deep and abiding respect we felt for the man.
Years later in 1993, at the 50th Anniversary of our high school graduating Class of '43, I asked Ralph how he managed to keep his sanity. He just grinned and said that a few years after our class graduated, during World War II, he had a class with sixty in it, and no assistants. Incredible! What a man.
An extremely popular love song that spring was “Deep Purple”:
When the Deep Purple falls, over sleepy garden walls,
And the stars begin to flicker in the sky.
Through the mist of a memory, you wander back to me,
Breathing my name with a sigh . .
Dreamy. I was always a sucker for a real love song.
In our last weeks in eighth grade, rumors were flying that the students who would become high school sophomores in the fall would spend their summer hours hunting down, harassing, initiating and intimidating incoming high school “frosh.” Those of us who were of smaller stature kept a sharp eye out, and during the summer months, when we'd spot a group of upperclassmen at a distance, we would give them a wide berth. But it turned out to only be a “mind game,” because I never heard of any of our group having to submit to hazing, and we never tormented any of the classes that followed ours.
In 1939 things began to look up. Caterpillar was rehiring most of the men they had laid off, and Dad and Uncle Harry were among them. My folks located a nice little rental bungalow less than two blocks from our town's only high school. It was being vacated by a classmate, Juanita Ransdell, and her family. It was located at the corner of Cedar and Benedict Streets. (bene=good or well, dict=to speak. Benedict—to speak well or good. Benediction, for example. We learned that and many other things in our orthography class with Ralph Cusac.)
Our house was just across the street from another classmate, Kenny Beaumont, who lived with his mother, Hannabell Allen, and her parents. Kenny's nickname was “Pick,” short for pickaninny, resulting from the role of a black child he played in an elementary school play. He became “Pick” to me, too.
Kenny had longer legs than mine, and when we were out on the town together on our bikes, he was usually ahead of me, causing me to yell to him, “Hey, Pick, wait up!” and he'd slow down. We became fast friends, nearly inseparable over the next three years.
That summer, Kenny and I teamed up with Helen Witham and Betty Duggan, girls in our neighborhood who were one class behind us. The four of us ran around together, displaying the exuberance of youth, but staying out of mischief. Kenny and I were pretty well taken with our young lady friends, and perhaps they were with us. I pursued Betty, but never really caught her. She was a free spirit, a “will-o'-the-wisp.” It was an innocent, adolescent time of our lives, our halcyon days. We never became jaded or bored. Life was always interesting, sometimes exciting, every day a new adventure, and only rarely, terrifying.
Behind our house was a one-car garage. Attached to it on the north end were an unused “outhouse” and a small chicken coop. Mom and Dad planted a large garden at the back and raised a few chickens that year. When the novelty of that wore off, the chicken coop served Kenny and I and a few others as a club house. On a nostalgia trip back to Chilli many years later, the old bungalow, garage and attached sheds were still there. The trees I remembered as reasonably small at the time had become immense, dwarfing the bungalow and its outbuildings.
Kenny and I were both airplane-crazy and spent a lot of our spare time building and flying balsa wood models. We could often be found climbing a long extension ladder that reached to the eaves of his grandfather's two-story barn. With a Dick Korda 30” wingspan rubber band-powered model in one hand, holding onto ladder rungs with the other, we'd climb carefully to the ridge line. We'd sit, wind them up and casually launch them into the wild blue. We watched with fascination as the spinning propellers finally stopped and the crafts would glide gracefully to a bumpy landing in the middle of Benedict Street.
How we kept from falling and breaking our necks, I'll never know. We used up about thirteen of our nine lives during those years. And not surprisingly, Kenny and I both obtained our pilot licenses after leaving the Marine Corps.
Another neighborhood lad, Durwood “Bud” Montonye, usually joined us and we were often engaged in various forms of entertainment and mischief — fishing, hiking, but mostly bicycling to anywhere and everywhere, exploring the hills out north of town, chasing the head waters of Senachwine “Crick” and its tortuous, serpentine path to the Illinois River. I'd never seen the name of that creek written down or spelled out during those days, and it was many years later that, by accident, I saw it printed on a map. To my surprise, it was not spelled “Snatchwine,” but that was how we pronounced it.
We walked the Rock Island and Santa Fe railroad tracks which led to adventure and enjoyment, but on more than one occasion to near disaster. Never did we flounce our way into the living room with arms folded, plop ourselves onto a couch and declare to our parents, “I'm bored!” Life was interesting, exciting, and damned inexpensive. Our brains were there to be used and we never let 'em grow stale.
Chapter 15
On those occasional Sundays when Dad had been drinking through the previous night, and morning found him not only hung over and out like a light but still clothed, my mother and I sought opportunities to vacate the premises for the better part of the day. Of course this required us to make off with our Model A Ford for an outing of our own. Unfortunately, there was only one set of car keys, and those were always in Dad's right front trouser pocket. The trick was in getting them out of his pocket, stealthily, without his being aroused. Occasionally, though, when he was deeply into an almost borderline coma, we managed it, but it was tricky.
We were always very quiet, tiptoeing about. We'd leave, start the car and head for Peoria to spend the day eating out (generally a sandwich), driving through downtown and taking in a movie matinee.
On one occasion we were treated to the movie version of Arthur Conan Doyle's The Hound of the Baskervilles, a gripping tale of intrigue and danger, set in the dark, brooding environment of the moors in the west English county of Devon. The story held our rapt attention, helping to take our minds off other concerns for at least ninety minutes.
And yet other Sundays would find all three of us attending a film at the local Palace or Sunset theaters in Chilli, dressed up in our Sunday best, Dad in his modest suit, white shirt, necktie, hair combed neatly back, acting as if it were just business as usual.
Dad was capable of strong emotions, and often as we exited the theater, Mom and I could see him wiping at his eyes with his handkerchief after a particularly tear-jerker ending. The man truly amazed us. He was sensitive in so many ways, and very vulnerable.
In that same year, the epic movie Gone with the Wind arrived in our small village. It was publicized with great fanfare. All in color, it lasted over three and a half hours, not including a twenty minute break in the middle for a comfort stop and a sandwich, generously provided by the management for a modest charge. Rumor had it that the film also contained profanity!
It was an outstanding movie, of course, but the moment many waited for came near the end. Rhett Butler, the hero's character played by Clark Gable, wasn't going to put up with Scarlett O'Hara's hard-to-get attitude any longer. He packed up, ready to leave.
As he opened the front door to depart, Scarlett pleaded with him from the staircase, “But, Rhett! What will I do?”
With the door ajar, Rhett paused, looked back at her and with firm determination stated, “Frankly, my dear…I don't give a damn!” exited and slammed the door.
You can imagine the gasps and sounds of inhaled air that reverberated from several of the ladies in the Sunset Theater audience that day. I never heard of any who fainted but some may have come close. After all, it was only 1939.
Some of those ladies should have spent some time around Cocky Clayton. They would have had to keep their smelling salts at the ready.
Dad's younger brother, Lester, known to most of our families as “Uncle Doc,” had moved to Chilli in 1936. He opened a successful chiropractic home-office combination in a handsome residence on the southeast corner of Second and Beech Streets, a block from the business district.
The three of us occasionally visited Uncle Doc, his wife, Alda, and their three-year-old daughter, Marcia. They were located only a block east from the Rock Island rail line which ran parallel to Third Street.
A short, stubby passenger-carrying “Doodlebug” train made scheduled runs on the Rock Island Line from Peoria, through Chilli, then north to Bureau and back. During our visits at Doc's, when Dad would hear the “putt-putt-putt” of the Bug's diesel engine as it approached nearby, he often commented, “Here comes old Fartin' Fanny!” It wasn't long before Marcia, very bright, picked up the phrase and would intone in her childish voice, “Here comes old Sartin' Sanny!” and begin giggling. Aunt Alda usually raised her eyes heavenward in disbelief.
The big news of that period revolved around a young man from Alton, Illinois, which was about 150 miles from Chilli. Robert Wadlow's other monicker was “The Alton Giant,” and for a very good reason.
Although Bob's birth was apparently quite normal, he developed a serious overgrowth of his pituitary gland, causing him to suffer a dramatically abnormal growth pattern called “gigantism.” As a result, he grew about four inches each year.
By age ten, he was 6 ft. 6 in. tall and weighed 220 pounds. As he continued to grow, he needed leg braces to assist him in walking, and he suffered numbness in his legs and feet. At age eighteen he stood a lanky 8 ft. 4 in. tall and weighed 390 pounds. His shoes measured about 18.5 inches, relating to a shoe size of 29 or 30. By nineteen, he had exceeded all previous recorded human heights. At twenty-one his hands measured 12.75” from wrist to the tip of his middle finger. (Mine measures 7.875 inches.)
Wadlow was extremely popular on the celebrity circuit, even touring with the Ringling Brothers Circus in 1936.
While making a guest appearance at a festival on July 4, 1940, a faulty brace caused an ankle abrasion which led to a serious infection. He required a blood transfusion, followed by emergency surgery. But his condition deteriorated rapidly and he died in his sleep on July 15, 1940. Eighteen days earlier he had been evaluated by two doctors from Washington University School of Medicine. He measured 8 ft. 11.l in. and weighed 490 lbs. He wasn't obese at all, just extremely tall.
Wadlow's remains were interred within a vault of solid concrete to prevent his body from ever being disturbed or stolen. His coffin weighed half a ton and required twelve pallbearers to carry it.
Entering high school that fall as freshmen, Kenny joined the band in the clarinet section while I began as a cymbalist. I was mentored by no-nonsense Audrey Mead, a sophomore and master of drums and tympani. But with a strong musical background, I soon graduated to the slide trombone, or “slush pump,” as we called it then.
Our band, led by Director Mahlon Saxon, (Conservatories of Music at Leipzig, Germany, Brussels, Belgium, and the University of Nebraska) went to the National Contest in Battle Creek, Michigan, in May of 1940. It was an eye-opening trip via the Santa Fe Railroad for those of us who had never traveled by rail before. We captured a “second” in our division. It was our understanding that no one took “first,” due to the way scoring was computed.
Our teachers that year were Lonnie Ferron Paar III for English, Milton Kokjohn for general science and athletics, W.S. “Prof” Adams, our principal, for civics (government) and Miss Gladys Morrison for algebra. All of them were excellent, in particular, Miss Morrison, who was an absolute whiz at math. Desiring some spending money other than from mowing lawns (which was hard work), I applied for and was granted a paper route for the Peoria Journal-Transcript. Kenny “carried” for them, too. My route consisted of about fifty customers, but his was always a dozen more. Mine ran from Jack Newell's house on the far South Side to a residence well out into North Chillicothe. At a profit of a nickel for a full week's delivery, I netted about $2.50, a princely sum for a growing lad in those days.
When school let out for the day, newspaper carriers would change clothes at home, then bicycle to the northeast corner of Fourth Street and Cedar Avenue at Claycomb's Texaco. A guy named “Willis” drove up from Peoria and dropped off our newspaper bundles there. We folded them neatly, put them in our canvas carrier bags and pedaled off to our individual customers.
Our routes crisscrossed at various points around town. One thing that never entered our minds was the idea of sitting down and planning a much more efficient customer distribution. In that manner, we would each have our own section of town, deliver the editions in a much more timely fashion and finish earlier. In the depths of winter, after a heavy snowfall, we left our bikes at home and walked our routes in heavy clothing, four-buckle boots, a warm cap and earmuffs.
We usually collected from customers late on Friday afternoon as we delivered newspapers. There were always a few who weren't at home so we usually caught them on Saturday mornings. In that event, Kenny, Bud and I would meet at Deep Saad's soda fountain, have a cherry fountain Coke and play the penny slot machine. Then we'd go to the downtown bakery, stuff three Long John pastries into a paper sack and take them with us on a cross-country bicycling trip.
One of those journeys took us six miles north to Sparland, then across a new bridge over the Illinois River to Lacon to visit the town park and their small museum. We enjoyed its many fascinating natural displays. Around noon, we would each buy an 8-ounce bottle of chocolate milk at a grocery store nearby, retire to a shade tree in the park and enjoy our modest lunches. Mounting our steeds again, we rode back to Sparland, toured their idled brick factory, then cycled back to Chilli in time to meet Willis with our Saturday afternoon editions of the J-T.
Some customers remain etched in my mind. Mrs. Hunter, a matriarch of the well-to-do Hunter Lumber Company family, was one of them. She was quite elderly, at least in my mind, and conducted one of our Sunday school classes at the local Congregational Church. I confess that our class, made up of five or six boys, no girls, may have been a challenge for her and made her task quite difficult. At our ages, it wasn't easy keeping our minds on scripture, but one thing we stayed focused on. Near the end of the Sunday school year, Mrs. Hunter invited all of her class to Webb's Inn for a chicken dinner and a feast it was. She was a kindly lady, and I hope that, as she looks down on us from above, she will forgive our mischievous antics in church that must have sorely tried her patience.
Another customer of mine was the parish priest at the local Catholic Church. The Reverend Father Spalding was always ready with the twenty-five cents charge for his weekly newspaper. Not only that, but I found him to be a smiling, kindly, considerate, soft-spoken individual and remember him fondly to this day.
My memory of “The Hermit's Cave,” an old favorite radio drama/horror show, came back to haunt me one day when Kenny and Bud and I were killing time and shootin' the breeze.
With most subjects exhausted, Bud suddenly asked, “Kenny, did you ever see old Ginseng?”
“Naw. I never actually saw him. Heard about him, though.”
I was curious. “Who's Ginseng?”
Kenny responded, “Oh, there's this old bearded guy who digs up ginseng roots and other herbs and sells them to people in town. I think he peddles some to drug stores, too. He's a hermit.”
“He's a hermit?”
“Yeah.”
“Where does he live?”
“In a cave, they say.”
“In a cave?” I'm incredulous and Kenny's getting irritated.
“Yeah.”
“Where?” Now I'm hooked. I can't leave it alone.
“Out north of town.”
“Where 'bouts?”
“Hell, I don't know!”
I decided to drop it, but recalled that a couple of years earlier, I and several other kids were listening to one of our favorite spook shows about a hermit who lived in a cave. Now I found out that we had a real hermit right there in the Chilli area. This I had to see.
Don Hutchison, a writer, once described “The Hermit's Cave” and other chiller shows that haunted the radio airwaves:
“After all those years I can still hear the Hermit's cackling laughter when he promised us ghost stories and weird stories and after his introductions, urged us to ‘Turn-n-n out your lights!' Turn out our lights we did, and listened to the Hermit's yarns by the pale glow of a radio dial. Even his story titles promised us delicious thrills: “The House on Lost Lands Bluff,” “The Strange Thing,” and “The Crimson Hand.”
We'd turn out our lights, too, to enhance the mood, turn on our radios, crank up our young imaginations, and “watch” the action unfold in our minds' eyes.
One Saturday morning a couple of weeks after our Ginseng conversation, Kenny, Bud and I were at Deep Saad's downtown ice cream parlor, perched on stools at the fountain, again sipping Cherry Cokes. We had finished our paper route collections and the day was ours until Willis brought us our late afternoon Peoria Journal-Transcript bundles. I brought up the subject of Ginseng again, probing.
Bud volunteered, “They say he brings a bunch of herbs to town on Saturday afternoons after lunch.”
I had to get a look at this guy, a real hermit.
“Hey, let's have a quick lunch and take a walk out of town on Route 29. Maybe we'll be lucky and spot him.”
My companions reluctantly agreed.
After lunch, we left our bikes at home and leisurely set out on foot, crossing the new Senachwine Creek Bridge at the north edge of town. About half a mile out, the straight two-lane highway curved to the right toward Sparland, and at that point a gravel road intersected it from the west. We turned left onto the gravel road. The hills rose gradually at our right.
We weren't on it long when we noticed a figure on foot approaching us from a distance. As he got closer, we noticed his rumpled clothing, well-worn, battered old hat, full beard and untrimmed hair. Over his shoulder was a pole about the thickness of a broomstick, but longer. Arrayed along its length were numerous small branches tied to it that must have been herbs he'd gathered and dried. This had to be our man.
As he neared us, we hailed him.
“Hi, Ginseng!”
“Hello, boys,” he responded, with a friendly smile.
We passed and continued on our way. That innocent encounter provided us with a lot of speculative conversation for the next several minutes, but the question still haunting my mind was, “Where's his cave?”
The answer would be revealed to Kenny and me months later, after a snowstorm and completely unexpected.
One Sunday after dinner in late winter that year, having nothing else planned, Kenny and I decided to take an exploratory trek through the overnight snowfall and into the hills north of Chilli. Bud stayed home.
There were several inches of snow on the ground when the two of us trudged into the woods. The lay of the land sloped gradually upward the farther north and west we walked. We were bundled up against the cold and wearing our dependable four-buckle boots to help keep our feet warm and dry. We had been over this area before, during summer, and didn't expect to find anything new of interest. We crisscrossed through the territory, our footprints in the fresh snow obediently dogging our steps.
An hour or so passed and we were tiring. We encountered some sharp undulations in the terrain and as we crested one hill, jabbering all the while, we found ourselves looking down into a shallow bowl-shaped depression. The slope to the north was somewhat steeper, its surface irregular.
We dropped down quickly, lying prone, struck dumb now as our eyes focused on the scene laid out before us. The front of an extremely small and rustic cabin appeared about forty feet ahead of us. It was built into a hillside behind it. A lazy curl of dirty white smoke, certainly from a small stove pipe, arose undisturbed in the windless air.
The cabin's simple front wall was fitted only with a very small window at the left and a small door immediately next to it on the right. The roof was flat, probably covered by corrugated metal sheeting of some sort. The dwelling couldn't have had a layout any greater than perhaps 8' x 10' but probably contained all of the occupant's worldly goods, including (in our wild imaginations) perhaps a pot of gold.
Totally by accident we had finally stumbled onto Ginseng's “hermit's cave.”
We lay there wondering if he might have heard our approaching voices and was peering out of the window in our direction as we were staring toward his. Saturday was his day in town. Since this was Sunday, he was no doubt at home, but would not welcome strangers nosing around the premises, particularly a couple of kids.
For several minutes we lay there, almost too astonished to move. We were obviously invading his territory. What business did we have there, except for mischief? To the occupant we could have posed a threat. Did he possess something with which to defend himself? A gun?
After what seemed like an eternity, we began scootching backwards, low profile, back down the reverse slope. At the bottom where it was impossible for anyone in the cabin to see us, we rose swiftly to our feet and as quietly as possible, retraced our footprints in the snow, back toward town and home. My curiosity was satisfied.
Years later I obtained a newspaper picture of our hermit, Edgar Bradley, standing outside his front door, “dressed to the nines” as usual, a pole containing herbs over his shoulder. The photo included the caption, “Left—EDGAR BRADLEY lived in the woods northwest of Chillicothe and for thirty years has been gathering wild herbs. He is known popularly as ‘Ginseng' because he has developed a considerable business in ginseng roots which he sells to pharmaceutical houses.—Star photo.” It was obviously taken by a photographer from the old Peoria Star. Oddly enough, the photo showed Edgar Bradley standing behind two strands of barbed wire, something we missed noticing that Sunday morning. It was rumored that Mr. Bradley was well educated, but just preferred to live his life as a hermit.
Chapter 16
Chilli was a railroad community, crisscrossed north of town by the Rock Island Line running north-south, and the major Santa Fe Line plying the east-west route from Chicago to the West Coast. Many of our friends had fathers who worked for the railroads, so electric trains were extremely popular to many of us and we took them seriously. Kenny had a couple of electric trains and I had received one that Christmas with all sorts of switches and uncoupling devices. J. B. “Zack” Taylor was our school's agriculture teacher. His son Bob was two or three years ahead of us in school. He was a close friend of Kenny's and had an extremely keen mind. He also had four or five electric train sets of his own.
Bob suggested that we pool our trains and build a huge rail layout somewhere. Kenny volunteered an unused root cellar at his grandparents' house where he lived with his mother, and we got to work. Bob hauled in lumber, 2 x 4's, quarter-inch sheets of plywood, nails, etc., and we set about converting the empty cellar to suit our needs. Using Bob's design, we built a very large table that virtually filled the 8 x 10 cellar.
An 18” walkway space was left along one side where Bob and Kenny could stand and manipulate their controls. To get to where I could operate my train's transformer, switching and uncoupling controls, it was necessary for me to crawl underneath the table and emerge through an 18” x 24” hole cut in the center. Bob was a virtual electrical genius for a young man his age, and set up all of our electrical connections, drawn from a single power source consisting of one cord and socket hanging from the center of the ceiling. How he managed it without blowing fuses in that old house's 1920s circuitry is a mystery to me but there were power cords running every which way. We gathered there often for many hours of enjoyment, train crashes and all.
Kenny and I became sophomores that fall of 1940 and were still inseparable. We were carefree together, free of the occasional darkness that sometimes overshadowed my life at home.
I took English II and dramatics under Opal McKray, general business with Edna Gerber, general science with coach Milton Kokjohn, while Gladys Morrison taught us plane geometry.
In band, Lee Brown was firmly established as First Chair Trombone, with his magnificent, new gold-colored King instrument. Ralph Veerman and I were also trombonists, both Second Chairs, and Bob Medina played Third. “Doc,” as we now called Lee, had a really great sound and could reproduce Tommy Dorsey's “Getting Sentimental Over You” solo to a “T.” I credited it to his shiny brass King trombone, which definitely outshone my second hand silver-colored Conn. Actually, he was just more disciplined and practiced much more than I did. It paid off for him.
Chilli always had athletic teams with talent and strong school spirit. We had an outstanding football season that year. Our first game was “at home” against Peoria's Bradley High, a huge school that always fielded a powerful squad. Everyone expected them to beat us handily, but our guys managed to hold Bradley to a tie, which probably dented their pride somewhat. To our team it was clearly a symbolic victory.
Dad was an avid football fan and sometimes attended a few home games when his spirits were high. He liked to sit in the bleachers on the visitors' side. At times when our team was well in the lead and would score another touchdown, he'd yell at Coach Kokjohn from across the field. “Hey, Coach! C'mon! Take the ‘scrubs' out and put the First Team back in!”
This didn't endear him to the visitors, but no one ever squared off with that short little fellow as far as I know. I was with the band on the other side of the field, but when we weren't playing, I could hear him loud and clear.
Most everyone smoked in those days. Dad was a heavy smoker, two to three packs of Camels a day, pure poison in my view. Kenny's mother and stepfather both smoked. Bud's Grandpa and Grandma Bender smoked, him cigarettes, her, a pipe. It was accepted, I suppose, that their offspring would also take up the habit. Mom didn't smoke. We had no idea then, what that apparently innocent but costly practice had in store for us.
It was illegal for merchants to sell tobacco to anyone under eighteen. Of course a few outlets looked the other way and didn't ask the ages of a young man, particularly if the vendor knew him well. For those of us obviously too young, we were stuck with having to “bum” cigarettes from friends or acquaintances who were older.
Kenny, Bud and I were experimenting with cigarettes. We weren't very serious about it, just one now and then, but not inhaling. During paper delivery time, our routes would crisscross near the corner at Fourth Street and Cedar Avenue, and we took that opportunity to stop at the Sinclair filling station on the corner. An upperclassman, Hilmer “Swede” Swanson, worked there for the manager, Shep Northrup. We'd stop and buy a nickel Pepsi, rest a while, visit with Swede, have a smoke and continue on our way.
One afternoon, a freshman named Bob saw our bikes parked at the station and stopped to chat with us. He, too, was smoking. He noticed that we weren't inhaling and asked why. We reluctantly admitted that it made us cough violently whenever we attempted it. Proud of being able to explain to upperclassmen how to avoid it, he showed us an easy method. We hesitated, but did as he instructed. Oddly enough, the normal coughing spasms we expected were avoided.
But suddenly, for me at least, the ceiling of the station office began to slowly spin. The intake of carbon monoxide gases entered my lungs, then to my senses by way of my bloodstream and nervous system, giving me a sensation much like a shot of raw whiskey, I suppose. Kenny and Bud were impressed, too, no doubt affected in the same manner.
In a matter of minutes, we had become like the bigger guys, inhaling our smoke and loving it. We were hooked, none of us really aware of the dangers involved. It was a very pleasant and relaxing sensation, and that began for me a 20-year addiction to nicotine. Yes, it took me that long to finally outgrow it, also to admit that it was slowly killing me.
My folks took a giant leap that year and bought a two-story house on Truitt Avenue, just east of Jesse Linn's neighborhood grocery store. It was handy, only a two block walk to our high school.
I stopped in at Linn's store early one morning on the way to classes and band practice, books in one hand, trombone case and music stand in the other. My quarry, Tom Ramsey, high school junior and a dedicated smoker, walked by outside Linn's big picture window that faced north. I rushed to the door and caught him at the street corner before he crossed the Santa Fe Avenue intersection.
“Hey, Tom, lemme bum a smoke.” I didn't buy my own and didn't want my parents to discover I smoked. (As if my foul breath and smelly clothes didn't give me away. Who was I kidding?)
He sighed, “Clayton, when the hell are you gonna start buying your own?”
I mumbled some limp excuse as he fished out his pack and shook one out for me. I thanked him, returned to Linn's and lit up.
A handsome neighborhood girl I'd had my eye on for quite some time walked by the window, schoolbooks under her arm, on her way to class. Surely she needed an escort. I carefully removed the glowing end of my cigarette, tucked the butt in my shirt pocket so I could finish it later, and headed up the street after her. I caught her about the time she reached the first alleyway. She seemed flattered by my attention and we made small talk as we continued on our way.
Before my fair companion and I had reached Benedict, a block from school, my sophisticated patter was interrupted by the acrid odor of scorched cloth. My shirt pocket was smoldering from an ember that refused to die. Dropping my burdens and doing a fancy jig, I pounded my pocket with the flat of my hand. I finally succeeded in removing the offending butt while the young lass laughed in wide-eyed amusement.
My effort was successful but I felt like a fool, seeing that telltale burnt-out hole in the bottom of my shirt pocket. You see, nice girls rarely dated guys who smoked, so I needn't have worried about asking her out, that's for sure.
But how to explain to my nonsmoking mother the damage to my white, short-sleeved shirt. Arriving at school, I immediately retired to the boys' restroom and began tearing at the hole in my shirt, removing enough of the material so that the small portion of blackened cloth was gone. I knew what awaited me when I returned home after school and walked in our front door.
“Bert! What happened to your shirt?”
“Oh, Jack Henberger and I were wrestlin' around and he got his hand caught in my pocket. I jerked away and he accidentally ripped a piece from it.”
“Well, you tell Jack Henberger for me to be a lot more careful next time!”
Whew! I quickly changed shirts, grabbed my bike and headed for my paper route.
Kenny's and my smoking was only sporadic, never at home or in the presence of our parents. Bud smoked openly at his grandparent's, the Benders, with their complete approval.
When we teamed up with the Fix twins, Bill and Bob, we had the Benders' garage available to us as a gathering place. Our Three Musketeers now numbered five.
Since all five of us smoked, it sounded like a great idea to roll our own. With my newspaper route money I bought a modestly- priced Target cigarette-rolling machine and supplies from Carlisle Drug Store, saying that I was getting it for my dad. On Saturdays the five of us would meet at the Bender garage for an hour or so, rolling finished cigarettes from raw tobacco and cigarette papers. We stored our smokes in the garage and picked them up whenever we wanted them. Made us feel like big shots. But my mother would have asked, “How do you spell that?”
That year, a junior class damsel who lived in the country took a shine to me and I to her. It was flattering to be admired by one who was a class ahead of me. We'd meet at the movie on Saturday nights, sit together, maybe hold hands a little, or I'd have an arm draped over the back of her seat. Tentative stuff, of course, but girls were beginning to be pretty interesting. One of her younger friends from a nearby farm was often with her, and before long, Kenny joined us, making it a foursome.
Chapter 17
The summer of 1940 was filled with momentous events, many interesting, some unexpected.
Jim Crawley was managing the Palace Theater and had been recently married to “Tootie” Davis' older sister, an outstandingly handsome young woman, very petite, like Tootie. Jim was a newspaper customer of mine. One Saturday morning when I stopped at his apartment over the theater to collect, he asked me if I would like to earn a few free passes to the movies. Being a movie fiend, I jumped at the chance.
All I had to do was to pick up a bundle of movie “fliers” on Friday after school and provide each of us who delivered the Journal-Transcript with enough small, colorful promotional ads to stuff in each of our newspapers. Jim gave me enough free passes so that each of our delivery boys would get one and I would get three, just for coordinating the effort. As a result, it was rare that I missed a film that interested me in the least. When I began dating, those passes came in quite handy, because Jim didn't care who used my extra ones. I felt like a big shot, and you know what my mother's comments were about big shots.
To make a little extra spending money, I got a Saturday night job at a small hamburger shop on Second Street just south of the Carnegie Library. It was operated by Bob and Edna Linn. I got there a little early and helped them make the hamburger patties in advance. We also offered foot-long hot dogs, various soda flavors and the usual ice cream fountain favorites. Before the night was over, we served quite a number of customers, particularly when the early movie let out around nine-thirty.
Kenny had an extra job working for Helen Hornbaker, making malts and sundaes at her ice cream parlor across the street from the Palace Theater. Their business was as brisk as ours on Saturday nights when the farmers of the area and their families came into town for shopping and movies.
Kenny and Bob Taylor often stopped by our hamburger shop near closing time. Each ordered a foot-long, loaded with chopped onions, catsup and mustard, washing them down with a bottle of Pepsi. With business slowing to a crawl by then, I'd often join them in their late night lunch. Then at closing, Kenny and I would keep Bob company on his very early Sunday morning paper route that he delivered in his dad's '37 Chevvy sedan. We arrived home in the wee hours.
On one of his solo explorations along the Illinois River north of town, Bob discovered a really great swimming location. To get there, we had to walk up the Rock Island tracks to the Santa Fe railroad overpass, then east to the bridge that spanned the river. By careful maneuvering, almost like monkeys, we could drop down from the bridge to a peninsula that paralleled the river's western shore.
We spent many Saturday afternoons there, chasing the huge soft-shell turtles off our private beach, swimming and sunning ourselves on the warm sand. With no others around, swimming trunks were unnecessary, so our hideaway naturally took on the name “Bare-Ass Beach #2.” It was in honor and remembrance of the one Dad located and named years before on the east side of the Illinois River across from Hiram Walker's Distillery in Peoria.
One day when Bob wasn't along with us, Kenny, Bud Bender and I were at our beach getting back into our clothes in preparation for the long walk home. A rowboat came into view, floating placidly down our side of the river. It was occupied by two high school grads. They called to us, asking if we'd like a ride downstream into town. We jumped at the chance, since the walk back home was long, 2-3 miles or more, and time-consuming.
They beached their boat, and after we climbed into it, they set out into deeper water, perhaps twenty yards or so from shore.
We were enjoying our ride, just floating along.
Suddenly, one of our companions said in a stern voice, “Okay, it's time to get out.”
We thought he was kidding, but his manner indicated otherwise.
Our amusement turned into concern when he emphasized, “Get out and walk! Now!”
He obviously meant it, and his companion showed us no sympathy.
Kenny and I were both accomplished swimmers, but Bud's swimming style was more like a furious sort of dog paddle. We were fully clothed, of course, which didn't help matters. Kenny and I were first out, jumping into the water. We were unable to touch bottom and walk, so we struck out for shore. Bud hesitated, then jumped in. We watched him over our shoulders as he strove mightily to keep his nose and chin above water and stay up with us.
“C'mon, Bud! Keep goin'!”
It didn't occur to us to take him in tow. Kenny and I reached shore and spurred Bud on while our benefactors laughed their silly heads off. Nearly exhausted, Bud finally made it to shore and was able to scramble up the bank with our help.
We turned the air blue. We shouted every profane invective in our vocabularies at the boat's occupants as they floated lazily downstream. From our safety ashore, I heaped all sorts of vile curses (ones I'd learned from Dad) on them as their laughter faded into the distance.
“Chicken-shit bastards!” “Up your bucket!” “You'll get yours!” we yelled, just for starters, shaking our fists from a safe distance.
We plodded home in our sodden clothing, mumbling darkly all the way. (“No good sons-a-bitches!” et al.) Our clothing was almost dry by the time we reached home.
Surprisingly, our paths never crossed those of our two tormentors again. They may have gone on to college in the fall. But the one who ordered us out of the boat was killed early in World War II, causing me to reflect on the curses I'd heaped upon him.
It was during that same summer when a small carnival came to town and set up on Walnut Street between City Hall and the library, from Second Street almost to the river bank. One evening Ken and Bud and I were there, enjoying the excitement, the bells and whistles, the cacophony. Finally, tiring of the activity, and running low on money, we began heading for home, but ran into Lee Brown and Jake Staab as they were entering the midway. Lee, seeing us, seemed to get a sudden idea. I had a reputation of being pretty naive, easy to take up the garden path. He stopped us, dipped into a pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper.
He said something like, “Hey, Clayton, here's a message that will only cost you a dime. I guarantee that if you read it, you can use it to get your dime back.”
Well, I had been burned before on schemes such as this and was very leery. But Lee kept insisting and finally, trusting my classmate, I gave in, digging into my pocket and handing him a dime from among the few coins I had left. As we walked away from them, I opened the message and read:
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/6017 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!