Nineteenth Century Life

Edith and I were born in the prior century—the nineteenth century. Things were quite a bit different than they are today. Kerosene lamps lit our homes. Our heat was generated from coal or wood burning stoves. There were no hard roads anywhere and there was no indoor plumbing. This was true not only in much of the city, but altogether on the farms. Electricity was a new thing and very few lines were spread; many towns did not have an electric plant. Telephones were scarce and used only in businesses. No farmers had phones, and what service was available was abominable. There was no privacy; everyone’s phone rang when yours did, so everybody listened in on the conversation, which became a favorite pastime. That day didn’t come, however, until somewhat later after our births.

Edith was born on the farm near McDowell, a crossroads marked by an elevator about nine or ten miles from Pontiac, Illinois. 

It was a very special occasion when people hitched up the horse to the buggy and drove to town to the county seat. Often a farmer would never drive into town at all during the dead of winter from December until March. The constant cycle of thaw and freeze, thaw and freeze, turned the roads either into a quagmire or produced such sharp ruts that the horses’ hocks would be bleeding in no time.

The farmers prepared for winter as if they were being besieged by Indians. Each had a cellar, which some called a “storm” cellar, but actually it was for storage. It never froze in winter, and was the coolest place they could devise for summer. Sometimes this room would be built over a natural spring, and the water in the floor turned into a pool. Perishable foods were suspended over this water to be kept cool. In every cellar were eight or ten bushels of potatoes, rutabagas, beets, and dried onions. Of course, farmers would butcher a hog and smoke their own bacon; that would supply meat all during the winter. Sometimes a couple of farmers would get together to kill a yearling steer, divide the meat, and sell the hide. Mama had her chickens; two dairy cows in the barn gave them milk and butter, and the hog provided lard. There were no cooking oils—none were needed. Some folks dried herbs to be kept for seasoning. Every woman did her own baking of cornbread, bread, and biscuits. Flour came by the 50 pound sack, cornmeal by the 25 pound sack, and sugar was purchased anywhere from 50 to 100 pounds at a time. Other supplies were bought and stored in similar fashion. All the food raised was canned, put in the pantry in the proper order and labeled as to what the glass “cans” contained. Preserves, jellies and tomatoes; everything was put up very nicely. So these folks had fresh meat and poultry, milk to drink, and rich cream. Lots of times a mother would barter her eggs and butter to a grocer for coffee or things of that sort. Coffee beans arrived whole and every home had its grinder and ground its own coffee. Egg shells from the breakfast table were put into the pot to clarify the coffee; it was thought they absorbed some of the bitterness. Farmers lived well. Food was rich, but plain, and always plentiful.

Men plowed their fields with a team of horses, and reaped the grain with scythes. They shucked their corn right while it was standing in the field. A good shucker could keep two ears of corn in the air going into the wagon while he was shucking the third!

Water came from a pump out in the back yard. Sometimes the well sank ten feet deep, sometimes ninety feet deep. Drillers went down as far as necessary to get the water, which was cold, clear, and lovely. It was always good-tasting. 

For washing, a barrel at the corner of the house caught rain water, which was very soft and was good for bathing, too. People were always careful to keep the chickens from roosting on that rain barrel! Someone would have to go out on a bitter cold morning with a tea kettle of hot water and pour it down the pump to thaw the ice so that the water could be pumped. Some farmers even built their houses with the kitchen over the wells so that the pump was on the inside. That was really up-to-date!

Saturday night was bath night. A big washtub was put out in the middle of the kitchen floor, a tea kettle heated, the tub filled with warm water, and the bathing started. First Mama, then Papa, and then the kids, until they all had a bath. The kids were really scrubbed. They used homemade soap which consisted of rendered meat fat combined with lye. It was mixed into an emulsion which would dry hard, and then be cut into cakes. Yes, farmers even made their own soap; the soap they scrubbed the floor with was the same soap they scrubbed themselves with.

The horseless carriage had just been invented and there were not yet any manufacturers of automobiles. The airplane did not yet exist. Kerosene had for only twenty-five years replaced tallow candles and sperm oil for illumination. The crowing of a big rooster or the mooing of a cow out in the barn waiting to be milked rolled you out of bed before daylight, and because of the poor lighting at night, and no newspaper or radio, people usually went to bed by 8:30 or 9:00 at the latest, except when it was hot in summer.

The country school had only one room where all eight grades were taught by one teacher. Attendance at school was controlled by the weather; if it was a nasty day, few children attended as kids in those days all walked to school, no matter how far the distance.

Home remedies included goose grease, kerosene, and turpentine. If you had the croup, you were given a teaspoon of kerosene with sugar in it. For a cold, your chest was lathered with goose grease and covered with a flannel bib. It never occurred to folks to cover their backs as well. Turpentine was used as an inhalant for nasal troubles.

Now you have a picture of how things were when Edith and I came into this world.

Lambert

Edith’s mother, as some of you will remember, was our beloved Mother Lambert. Her maiden name was Lizzie Brown, but everybody called her “Lib.” Now let Edith take up the story:

George Brown married Willie Ann Bell. Their seven boys and four girls were named: Alonzo, Charlie, Wally, Ella, Mattie, Elizabeth (Lizzie), Eddie, Harry, Estelle (called Stella), Willie, and Arthur.

My mother married Henry Lambert. He was 36 years old and Lizzie Brown, my mother, was 28. They were married on the twelfth day of January, 1893. I was born in 1896, on December the ninth.

Mattie Brown (Aunt Matt) married a man named Saul Allen, who owned a farm of 160 acres near Anchor in McLean County. One of the other sisters, Ella, lived in Pontiac and married a man named Mortimer. Stella married a man named Cain and resided in Paxton. Many of the brothers died in infancy and it is not known who any of the others who survived ever married. The only brother I ever knew was Harry, who stayed with Aunt Matt as a hired hand for some years on the farm. 

When I was born out on the farm  (near McDowell) my mother was very sick, for weeks. She had what they called “Childbed Fever”, and they didn’t expect her to live. My Uncle Saul, Aunt Matt’s husband, went over to the farm and picked me up in just a little ol’ basket and took me over to Fairbury for my Aunt to take care of until my mother was all right. 

My father died when I was eighteen months old. He died of pernicious anemia (a thinning of the blood).  I guess they can cure it now.

Mother and I moved into town, into Pontiac. I had two (much older) half-sisters, as my father had been married before, who insisted my mother sell the farm so that they could have their money. With her third of the proceeds, Mother bought the house in Pontiac, which was on Henry Street. I don’t really know what happened to the sisters, other than they moved out west and one of them was killed in an airplane accident in California many years later.

When Uncle Saul died, Aunt Matt moved from Fairbury to Chicago so that her daughter could go to school up there, at University High School in Hyde Park. 

When I was six years old, (I remember being in first grade), we also moved up to Chicago and I attended Cosminsky Grade School, located right near the University of Chicago. We lived at Drexall Avenue and 56th Street.

I was kind of a tomboy. My playmates were all girls, as far as I can remember; I don’t remember any boys, but we used to build bonfires in the vacant lot and bake potatoes, you know, and stuff like that. I had a little flat-runner sled, which we would hook on to the back of wagons and hitch a ride all over Hyde Park in the winter time.  Oh yes, I was a terrible tomboy! When the lagoons in Jackson Park and Washington Park froze over, we went skating over there, or on the Midway, (the main street from the World’s Fair) which had been flooded for just that purpose.  The parks put up big high toboggans. We couldn’t afford to rent a toboggan, so we would go up to the top of the steps and wait for an empty place on someone’s sled.  Before they could take off we would jump on and ride down with them!  

Mother worked as a practical nurse, and she worked awfully hard. I’m not sure how she got the jobs, but she worked for some awfully nice people. I remember one Jewish family, named Isaacs; oh they loved Mother. She was with them a long, long time. I don’t know if she had any training, she was just a practical nurse. She had to work, and we lived with my aunt and cousin. Then my cousin, Ruby Allen, went away to a girls school called Frances Scheimer.  She later married, had two boys, and moved out to Kansas or someplace and I never saw her again. 

I remember one time we were prowling around, and if we saw a big party, well we were always there to get a handout. One time we were scouting around, and there was a big long line over at the University chapel. We wanted to see what was going on, so we went in and followed the line around only to find the body of the President of the University, President Harper, who had died and was lying in state. We just stopped right there and looked. I know I got home late that night; I had to be home by six o’clock, or by dark. Boy, I got the hairbrush. Oh yes. My Auntie used the hairbrush on me, and you knew you had had it then, yes sir.

Aunt Matt didn’t work, but she had a farm down around Gibson City. Finally after years, and after her daughter was married, she moved down and took charge of the farm. My mother and I used to go down there and visit in the summertime. It was about nine miles out of Gibson City, about two hundred and forty acres. 

My Grandmother Brown (Willie Ann) used to love to sit in the twilight and tell me stories as a child, about her life. As a girl, she lived on a plantation in Kentucky. Her father had slaves. She had her own little pony called ‘Rough ‘n Ready’. She had a little house all her own and the colored cook would bring out little cakes and pies to her little house for her.

Willie Ann’s father (Great-Grandfather Bell) married a girl whose family name was Bruce, however, her mother’s name is unknown to us. That is the extent of the knowledge we have of the different generations of Edith’s history.

Henry Lambert, (Edith’s father) had been married before he wed Elizabeth. Little is known of his first wife, except that by her he had two daughters, Georgia and Leora, half sisters to Edith. He owned a farm of 160 acres where they all lived together. While Edith was still a baby in arms, he died intestate. It was not long after he died when the older girls wanted their part of the inheritance, which, according to common law, gave them each one-third and Mother Lambert (considered a dower inheritor), one-third. Edith received nothing because her mother stood between her and her father as the inheritor. Edith doesn’t remember very much about her step-sisters.

Leora was quite crippled by arthritis and was confined to a wheelchair. Georgia married an automobile man in Texas and she was killed in an airplane in California.

I remember some of the details of that death. She was flying with a stunt pilot when the plane caught fire and she was so badly burned that she died. As we understood it, the stunt pilot was one of those pilots who flew in that famous picture Wings that Howard Hughes made.

All these previous generations of Edith’s family must have lived in and around Fairbury because there are two family plots in the Fairbury Cemetery. Henry Lambert’s grave is in the Patti Cemetery just outside of Pontiac. On his plot are his two wives and one of his two sisters. Little is known about the sisters. It is also vaguely remembered that he had a brother who was in the newspaper business somewhere out in the Dakotas. We drew a blank on getting any further than that on Henry Lambert.

The farm having been sold and petition made, there was nothing to keep Elizabeth in that area any longer. Because of the schools, etcetera, she adjourned to Pontiac with her little girl, bought a residence on the fashionable south side of Pontiac and put her into South Side School. They attended the First Methodist Church, about which (and its Sunday school) there will be more later.

As you will see, my family moved to Pontiac when the furniture store opened there, so that Edith and I arrived in Pontiac within a short time of each other although we were not destined to meet for quite some time. 

I graduated from Englewood High School (my Grandmother lived in Englewood, and we had lived with her for a short while). We kind of moved around all over the place, because Mother didn’t have much money.

Englewood High School Graduation Program 
January 25, 1917 

Edith Lambert, Chicago, Illinois;  Class Vice President.

Favorite saying “Walton.”

Miss L., do you desire your name to be spelled Edythe or Edith?

Name
Edith Lambert

Virtue
Hair

Weakness
Giggle

Ambition
Billie Burke

Realization
Quinn

Edith Lambert and Grace Joy are going to Sargent’s after they have graduated. They are to be regular Gym teachers, just like Miss Klein.

V.P. of graduating class, E. is scribe of the Inter-Council and has been for the past three semesters. She was the Girls’ Athletic Editor of the E one year. With all this she has played Captain and Baseball for four years. She is a Senior Sponsor. Such is her record at Englewood.

In high school, I was so crazy about this gym teacher (Lillian Klein). She talked me into going out to Sargent in Boston, where she had gone to school. I was very athletic and loved games and such, and wanted so badly to go out to that women’s college. Mother said all right, and never objected to anything I wanted; she always went right along with me. She worked all the time I was in school. 

I lived in the dormitory. She would send me a check every month and would always say, “Now take as much as you need but don’t overspend.” She trusted me with a blank check. Oh, she was wonderful to me. She never denied me anything.

Some years back, when Edith and I were returning from a vacation we passed Blackburn College. Edith sat bolt upright in the car and said, “Why, that’s where my mother went to school!” It is not known how long she attended, but it is safe to say that Lib received as good as or better an education than most girls of her time.

Mother Lambert was born in 1865, the last year of the Civil War. As she was the sixth child in a family of eleven, her mother must have been born around 1832 to 1835. That would place Grandma Bell back to about 1810 to 1815, and Great-Grandma Bruce back into the Eighteenth Century. It is reasonable to conclude that Edith’s American forebears, through her mother, go back to Revolutionary times.

So, Edith comes from stock that was English and Scotch, with a little seasoning of maybe Belgian or French. When she was created, the recipe was thrown away and there has never been another like her since. 

Keck

Now we come to the family name, KECK.

Of German origin; not a very pretty name. (But then an onion by any other name would smell just as bad.) “Ein kecker mon”  in German means a “bold, rather impudent fellow” and “hard to push around.” 

A second cousin of mine, Connie Mittendorf, the wife of Buddy Mittendorf of Champaign (I believe now living in Florida) has a hand-drawn map made by a great-uncle of mine, Uncle Frank Keck, from Chillicothe, Ohio. On it he depicts the old farm on the Mainz River, not far from Frankfort, as it was many years ago, with its orchards, pig sty, barns, and homestead with its hen yard, much like any other farm. The barn for the cows and the horses was built right up against the house. Frank had drawn it from memory of a map he saw when he was a boy.

In those days in Germany, young men were subject to military duty in some province—going off to serve in a war which meant nothing to them personally. My Uncle John said that this tribe of Kecks originally lived in France. One of them was a hatter to royalty and fled persecution to Germany during the French Revolution. Where he got that story, I can’t imagine. I am putting it in for what it’s worth.

Eastern Pennsylvania is loaded with people by the name of Keck, but so far as we could find out, none of them are related to us. There is a town called Kecksburg south of Latrobe, in western Pennsylvania. We also knew a Reverend Keck and his two sons, one of whom served as minister of the First Methodist Church in Champaign for some years. His father had a keen interest in genealogy and made every effort in talking to Dad and me to find a common ancestor, but the Christian names in his tree never seemed to jibe at all with ours. According to his records, the German Kecks go clear back to the time of Frederick the Great, when an officer named Keck served with distinction on his military staff. I place equal credence in that story as with Uncle John’s Mad Hatter who fled from France during the Revolution. We have some of the old gentleman’s memorabilia in our portfolio and anyone who wishes to examine it is welcome. We have no such heroes, just plain people.

My grandfather, Andrew John Keck, was born in 1832 in Germany. He served in the Civil War, a volunteer militia infantryman. Subsequently, he settled near Chillicothe, Ohio near the Scioto River bottom where he wed a lovely red-headed girl named Sarah Jane Sweeney, by whom he had six boys and four girls, including a set of twins.

Sarah Jane was a very devout Catholic. According to the precepts of the Catholic Church, Andrew had to promise her that she could raise the children in her faith. The first of these were twins, Mary and Martha, then John Andrew, Francis DeSales, Joseph Vincent, Edward Francis, Florence, Eleanor, Elocius, and finally, William. Elocius and Nellie (Eleanor) died in infancy, and the identical twins, Mary and Martha, died in their late teens—from what is not known. 

The movement of settlers to the West which began in 1849 was arrested by the Civil War, but the migration resumed after the war was over. At that time, Andrew, his wife and the kids all moved to Cumberland County in southern Illinois (Neoga/Trowbridge area).

By today’s standards, Sarah did not live to be very old. She never saw her fortieth birthday. Andrew never remarried and raised his brood as best he could—alone. He died on Christmas day, 1897, while living with us in Decatur, and was buried in a cemetery there.

Something that has always puzzled me was that my Dad did not know a single word of German. I asked him about his father and apparently he neither spoke a word of the language nor did he have an accent.

My niece, Rosanne Koehler, has an old German prayer book published in 1845 with the name of Benedict Keck in it. Benedict, my great-grandfather, married Anna Marie Rachor and had eleven children, among whom were my grandfather Andrew and great-uncles Frank and Will.

There is also a book, The Meditations of Saint Francis of Sales  that belonged to Sarah Jane Sweeney Keck, dated 1860. It was given to her son Edward shortly before she died in 1884. Edward died soon after his mother. 

My great-uncles Frank and Will visited us in Bloomington. Uncle Will was quite talented and played the violin very well. He gave me a violin that he made himself. He was slender and quite tall. Uncle Frank, however, couldn’t carry a tune in a burlap bag. He was stout and wore a red wig which looked like a divot someone dug out of a golf course. He also spoke with a lisp.

Somewhere along the line, Andrew’s family migrated to Central Southern Illinois, for we have a certificate of my father Frank’s confirmation and first communion as a twelve-year-old in Big Springs, Illinois. I believe that Florence and subsequent children were born in Illinois, the rest having been born in Ohio. I remember one trip my dad made when we lived in Bloomington. He went back to Ohio where he had first seen this world to look up a bunch of cousins and other relatives, wanting to renew acquaintances. He knew some Irish cousins on his mother’s side as well.

Things were never the same after Sarah Jane died. Andrew became restless, and as things were rather tough in Neoga, he decided to take the whole bunch and migrate farther west. He bought a good team of horses and his version of a Conestoga wagon and set forth to find a new start and a new future, way out “yonder.”  Crossing Ol’ Man River at Quincy, the family made their way over the ruddy foothills of the Ozarks—clear across Missouri. They finally wound up in a little town called Lawrence, Kansas. John and Frank rebelled against going any farther, for the population was thinning and they couldn’t see where there would be any future. So, without further ado, the two boys stopped there. The last they saw of Andrew was the sight of him driving the wagon off into the West.

Well, the boys had to eat, so they represented themselves as carpenters. As it was winter, they cut ice on a pond there in town, but they needed an ice house for storage of their product. They decided they could build it themselves and took on a contract. After two or three weeks, the thing took shape. It was made with a double wall between which was poured sawdust for insulation.

One afternoon they were up on the roof putting on the shingles. John called to Frank, “Do you see what I see?” Frank, holding his hands to his eyes to see better, looked out across the prairie and saw something pretty familiar. It looked like that Conestoga wagon of their dad’s. Andrew and the other kids had gone on for ten days, settled down for a short time, then had turned around and were on their way back.

Well, after the ice house was built, they joined up together, made their way back eastward, and finally wound up in Decatur, Illinois. Joe got a job in the Mueller Brass Foundry, while Frank and John found work in a coffin factory. Soon John became head of the shipping department. Frank took charge of the finishing room, where he put fancy burl walnut, oak and mahogany stripes on plain poplar wood coffins, which undertakers around the country ordered.

Will and Florence were enrolled in school, and Andrew, whose health was failing by then, was taken care of by Frank and John.

There is sort of an osmosis whereby a child assimilates particles of knowledge.

In later years these bits fall into place and jell, and, aided by these few relics of the past that we’ve acquired, crystallizes into what is for me a picture of the family of Andrew and Sarah Jane. A woman of stout heart, strong faith, and firm resolution, Sarah brought up her children to be dependable, honest and to have the strong desire and willingness to work to accomplish their goals. This contrasts with her husband, a dreamer who was always waiting for his ship to come in (but it never did). I would have liked very much to have known my grandmother, Sarah Jane Keck. She must have been a remarkable person. 

Campbell

In 1798, near the Tennessee/North Carolina border, a boy was born by the name of Samuel Thomas Campbell. He must have been an adventuresome youngster, for he joined the Tennessee Militia in 1813 during the War of 1812. When it was discovered that he was only 15, they let him out having served only three months, but that didn’t stop him. The following September of 1814, he was back in again and served until April of the following year.

The next we know of him, Samuel was standing up in Paris, Bourbon County, Kentucky, to marry a lovely girl, Julia Grimes [September 25, 1823] by whom he had eight youngsters. Three of these children bear more or less directly on our family; Elizabeth, Sarah Belinda (Belle), and Sam Junior. After their wedding, the couple moved to Illinois, raising their family in the town of Neoga. Later Campbells stayed pretty close to that area; Pinckneyville and rural Perry County. For the record, Samuel Campbell at age 67 in 1865 petitioned congress for a pension for his services in the War of 1812, which was granted. The late application may be due to the fact that before that year, such a petition was not possible. 

 Sam, Jr. was the youngest and he sired a daughter Mabel, a first cousin to my mother. She married a man named Charles Wilson and they had three sons, Charles, Forrest, and Carrol, all second cousins of mine. Sarah Belle was born in 1844 and grew to adulthood in Neoga. Elizabeth became the aristocrat of the family. I remember her in her later years when she visited us in Bloomington—a dainty lady of at least eighty pounds, who always dressed in blacks and purples, satins and silks, with lovely lace collars and cuffs. She swished when she walked. She married three different men over the years, the third of whom was Dr. Lewis Dyer, a surgeon in the Civil War and later the surgeon at the Chester Penitentiary.

Lindsay

We will now leave Sarah Belle Campbell while she is developing and return to Revolutionary times where we encounter a James Lindsay, who dates back to 1730. James, a regimental sergeant in the Revolutionary Continental Army, fought in the Battle of Yorktown, where he suffered a leg wound in the year 1781. It never healed properly and in his sixties, he petitioned the Virginia Legislature for a pension. He requested the relief because of his war-incurred wound which would not heal, making him incapable of walking or earning a livelihood; he claimed that his children would not support him. His petition was supported by a Constable’s affidavit which deposed that he had known James Lindsay for ten years and that he truly had been wounded in the war. He confirmed that the retired soldier had running sores on his leg and was in fact incapable of holding a job or making a living. One can’t but compare the way veterans were treated in those days with the way they are pampered today.

James married a girl named Mary Loge, and they had three children; two girls and a boy. They called their boy, born in 1755, Elisha (Eli). He also served in the Revolutionary War in the Militia of North Carolina. There is a record of him drawing commutation of rations and travel pay, as well as paying taxes at Chapel Hill, Orange County, North Carolina.

Elisha married Jane Carr and amongst other children, had a son in 1804 whom they named Martin Luther Lindsay. One wonders why they selected that name because neither Lindsay nor Carr had any conceivable Germanic origin, and I am quite sure they were not Lutherans. 

Their son was never called anything but Luther. He first married Eunice Waters and they produced three girls; Amanda, Mary, and Martha. We don’t know what became of Eunice, but when Luther was 35, he married a girl 17 years old. She was Martha Perry, daughter of George Perry from Hardin County, Kentucky. By some coincidence they moved to Perry County in Southern Illinois, (no doubt honoring someone of that name) and conjecture arises if there is any connection with her family.

In 1831 Luther enlisted in the Militia of Illinois, in the Seventh Regiment. In a little over a year, he received his commission as First Lieutenant, and transferred to the 33rd Regiment of the state.

We now have three strains of the family all located in Southern Illinois—in DuQuoin, Neoga, Tamaroa, and Pinckneyville—the Lindsays, the Campbells, and the Kecks.

Religious Influences

What were the religions of all these people?

The southern colonial states were settled by Calvinists and Presbyterians, plus some English “jailbirds”, which accounts for the predominance of Scotch and English names. Kecks come from a very strong, mostly Lutheran area in Germany, but I don’t think they were very devout in any religion. My Great-Uncle Frank was downright agnostic. (You may begin to gather that I didn’t care much for my Great-Uncle Frank.) Andrew, although he married a devout Catholic, never embraced that faith. As most of this research material was gathered to accomplish a different purpose, we are sadly lacking in specific information as to just what denominations were involved.

In all my recollections of two generations of relatives I have had contact with, I can’t recall the kids ever being packed off to Sunday School or any of the elders being late for dinner because the sermon ran too long. I remember them going to Church, and someone in each household seemed to come up with a passable blessing at the table, and there was a Bible or two in every home. I would venture a guess that seventy-five percent of them were never baptized. For lack of a better description, I think I will classify them as non-denominational Protestants. Seemingly, they were average, decent Americans. There were no Holy men, but we haven’t found any of them in jail, either! The men served their country in time of war and even sometimes in peace. Each woman did her duty by raising a large family. Probably some of these folks were not very bright.

Sam Campbell and Luther Lindsay were two characters who were hard to catch up with. They really got around! They both saw their futures in that prosperous new state of Illinois and headed for it forthwith.

Now, to review a little. It is noteworthy that Edith’s Grandma Brown, whose maiden name was Bell, Julia Grimes, and Martha Perry were all married in Kentucky. Each migrated with her husband to Illinois, either by way of Evansville or by Paducah, the only variation being that the Browns settled farther north in the new state.

Sarah Jane Keck was the only individual who left any lasting religious imprint on her descendants. Her influence has endowed our family with discipline and loyalty to the church that extends even unto her great-great-grandchildren. Religion has played a very important part in the character of each of us. It gives you strength and comfort throughout all your days.

Cyrus Lindsay & Sarah Campbell

Cyrus Willis Lindsay, the oldest son of Luther, was born on January 30, 1841. As a sergeant in the Nineteenth Illinois Cavalry, on the eve of the Civil War (in 1861),  he married Sarah Belle Campbell, who was then sixteen. He contracted malaria in the service, and while on the horseback journey home, fording many a stream with a bad cold, developed pneumonia and very nearly died. He never did return to full health, and was plagued the rest of his days with recurrent spells of the malaria. He loved horses and secured a small acreage near Tamaroa. By raising, buying, and selling horses, he became one of the more prosperous young men of the community. 

Cyrus and Sarah had seven children, four girls and three boys. The oldest child was a girl whom they named Olive. Then came George, Annie, Walter, Emma (who died at age seven), Cyrus Willis (Will), and finally the youngest, Lucy Arthur Lindsay, who was born on February 16, 1874. Lucy had no recollection of her father, because he died in 1877, only 36 years old.

Sarah was left with six children, the oldest just 15, and George, the oldest boy, only 11. She had practically no business experience, had never been particularly good at managing and was too proud to ask her brothers or sisters for help. With a small inheritance from her father Samuel Campbell, she began her struggle to keep her brood together.

She used up what money she had, then sold all the horses save one and her buggy, a cow, and a few chickens. Olive by then was 18 and married a man of German extraction named George Kaufman, who farmed 80 acres on a share and share alike basis, with a rental house on the premises.

Sarah made a little money selling her clover and hay (as it stood in the pasture) to nearby farmers who would cut it and take it away. The two older boys helped a little by doing chores for their neighbors, but finally the last horse and the buggy went. Then Sarah made her final mistake; she mortgaged her little farm, seemingly not realizing that she would have to pay that money back, plus interest.

Eight years passed; George Lindsay moved to Decatur to find work. Two more years went by and then the farm was foreclosed, leaving Sarah and the remaining children homeless. Annie, who had gone to Decatur with George, was now married to a young railroad fireman on the Wabash named Ed Dill. Lucy, just starting high school, went to live with her older sister Ollie and Uncle George Kaufman in Tamaroa, while Sarah took Walter and Will to Decatur, renting a small house for $8.00 a month with help from George and Annie. The two boys, in their late teens, found jobs and paid Sarah for room and board.

When vacation time came, Lucy visited her mother and sister Annie in Decatur. While there, she met a young man who worked in the coffin factory named Frank Keck. Lucy was mature for her age and very pretty. (If her photographs are any indication, she was well-stacked; a trim 32-18-32. Now you gals try that on for size!)

Lucy had no sooner returned to Tamaroa, when along came this young cabinet maker out of Decatur in a hired horse and buggy on the weekend. Thus began a courtship, which ended in marriage in 1890. She had just turned sixteen. The prospects of having a home of her own were just too much to resist. 

As he was marrying a non-Catholic, Frank had to get dispensation from the parish priest. So Lucy, with sister Annie standing up for her, and Frank, with his brother John at his side, were married in the rectory of the church. Dominus Vobiscum.
Ed Kaufman (George’s Kaufman’s brother) had been asking him time and time again to join him in his bakery in Moberly, Missouri. Finally, George and Ollie agreed and moved to Moberly, where they started their family with a lovely daughter named Dola and a sharp-looking son, Carl. They were our favorite cousins and really solid people. 

Because Annie’s husband, Ed Dill, could better handle his job if they lived in Chicago, they moved to that city, and had two very talented children, Lucille and Ed. Ed Dill (Senior) didn’t live very long, and Annie remarried a man named Hines. Annie and her kids got an awful lot of kidding about the fact that she married a Dill and a “Heinz”, but the children took their step-father’s name. Hines did not live very long, either, so Annie was widowed for a second time while still at quite an early age. More about her later.

George Lindsay went on to become a successful traveling salesman, married, and had a lovely daughter named Velma.

The youngest brother, Will Lindsay, took after his dad in his love for horses, and got into the livery stable business in Decatur. He controlled all the hackstands in town and ran a very prosperous rental stable for horse-owning patrons; he also sold purebred stock. In 1908, he sold the president of Cuba a matched pair of dapple-grey carriage horses.

As a little fellow, I remember Uncle Will Lindsay having two vicious white watchdogs as tall as I was which he kept chained up in the stable. He had a guitar on which he would strum La Paloma and whistle by the hour. I don’t believe he knew any other tune.

I liked Uncle Will, his wife Ella, and their two kids, Bonnie and Bud. Bonnie became a fashion model in Chicago while Bud was a silk buyer for Marshall Field’s and traveled the world, finding silks for every purpose.

The automobile destroyed Uncle Will’s business and he died a broken man in his fifties. 
When Walter became twenty years old, he walked out one day and never came back. He never said goodbye or where he was going and years later, no one had ever heard from him. Ma (Sarah) stayed on with Will, who was then seventeen. One day, she up and moved back to DuQuoin with her sister Elizabeth, who at the time was between husbands. When Aunt Lizzie began to close in on another prospect, Sarah was obliged to move in with George (her eldest) in Decatur.

Decatur

It was only a little over a year after the marriage of Lucy Lindsay and Frank Keck when my sister, Marguerite (Margie) was born.

In the meantime, Frank’s sister, Florence, had come to live with the newlyweds. 

Lucy, by scrounging on the grocery bill, managed to get enough money together to buy a second-hand sewing machine and became quite skillful in using it. She used to go downtown with a small tablet and pencil and gaze in the windows until she saw something she liked, and would then draw it. If she wanted to see the back, she went in, asked if she could see the item, and then told the shopkeeper she was looking for her sister. She would buy some yard goods, sit down at her machine, and duplicate that garment. She made Florence’s confirmation dress and Uncle Will a coat, pants and shirt for his first communion. Frank’s shirts, her own dresses, and the baby’s clothes were all products of her handiwork. It would be fun if someone had kept some of those sketches she made! 

Then came disaster! The coffin factory burned to the ground and Frank was out of a job. Five mouths to feed, rent to pay, and no income to do it with. At the time, the country was near panic, and thousands were out of jobs. Finally Frank found work as a deputy sheriff, as additional men were needed due to the uneasy times.

The coal mines down around Taylorville all closed. The miners were up in arms in protest and planned a march on Decatur where the owners lived. There was a long, quite steep hill just outside of town that overlooked the road from Taylorville. The deputies obtained a singletree (whiffletree, used to harness a horse to) on a wheeled axle with a carefully sawed section of telephone pole connected to it. They set this up at the head of the hill, after having carefully painted it. When the miners appeared across the valley, the deputies met them at the bottom of the hill, and informed them that any move closer would cause the cannon on the top of the hill to open fire. The miners, unwilling to face artillery, decided they weren’t that mad, and turned around and went home.

Florence Keck was accepted as a novitiate at the Dominican Sisters at Saint Mary’s of the Woods in Indiana. Will Keck went to live with Joe, his brother, who still had his fine job at the brass foundry. Andrew had been living with John, the handsomest of all the brothers, who, for no conceivable reason, suddenly married Kate Keating, a raw-boned, watery blue-eyed, high cheekboned, lantern-jawed Irish girl with the tongue of a serpent. She would have no part of Andrew. So, on $8.00 a week, Frank and Lucy took his father into their home. John and Kate were to have only one child, a daughter, Ruth, some years later, after they had left Decatur.

Now, let’s back up a little.

The 1892 World’s Columbian Exposition, on the shores of Lake Michigan in Chicago, celebrated the 400th anniversary of Columbus’ discovery of America. Chicago found itself ill-prepared to meet the thousands and thousands of people who came to see this fair. Numerous large frame boarding and rooming houses were built, furnished with the cheapest furniture obtainable. Each room contained an iron bed, a dresser and washstand or a commode with a pitcher and bowl and a towel rack in the back. The only toilet and bathtub were located down at the end of the hall where guests could get a bath. Maids in those days were called “chamber maids,” referring to the chamber pot under the bed, not to the room itself. These accommodations garnered little respect from their occupants, as evidenced by liquor and water spilled on the tops of dressers and commodes; knobs found missing from the drawers and hinges off the doors.

After the fair was over, this furniture became an absolutely useless surplus, which the landlords slammed into warehouses. Then the said landlords departed for parts unknown.

Two enterprising young bankers in Decatur named Akers and Wilson conceived an idea. If they could buy this stuff for the storage charges and bring it downstate, they could try out an appealing new philosophy of business, which was based upon their conviction that most people were inherently honest. Traveling to Chicago, they bought carloads of this furniture, shipped it to Decatur, and opened up a store. Unfortunately, they were unprepared for the pitiful condition in which their merchandise arrived.

In casting about to solve this problem, they heard about these two young Keck brothers, skillful finishers who had worked in the coffin factory. Frank resigned his deputy job right now. The brothers worked ten and twelve hour days reconditioning this merchandise. Akers and Wilson became the pioneers in selling furniture on the installment basis in the Middle West; John Gately had preceded them in the East by one year. The markup on this stuff was enormous; so lucrative that they cast about for other outlets, and in less than two years, had sixteen stores in sixteen different Illinois towns. The managers were paid no salary but any profit earned was split straight down the middle with the owners.

On January 12, 1896, I was born. Andrew died on December 26th, 1897.  The day before he died he asked to hold me, so I was laid by his side for a little while. He knew his time was short; perhaps I provided some comfort for him. Christmas day always saddened Pop because of Andrew’s having died that day. Pop had loved his father, a love deepened by the sacrifices Frank had made over the years on his behalf, and by his sharing his father’s regret that nothing Andrew did ever seemed to come out right.

An old organ had come in with the merchandise from Chicago and, since it was broken, Frank asked to bring it home. He tinkered around and finally got it to play. Mom, sometime during her girlhood, had taken piano lessons. She had also been to a good many square dances—in fact she could “call” one. So Lucy started a love affair with this organ. My earliest memory of that instrument was Mother playing Little Brown Jug, Just Before the Battle, Mother, and Tending on the Old Camp Ground, with Pop trying to sing along two notes off key! She also used to sing me to sleep with songs like Hello Central, Give Me Heaven for My Father’s There, and She was only a Bird in a Guilded Cage, with occasional snatches of Blue-Tail Fly. My childhood favorite was Froggy Went a-Courtin’.

John and Frank now stood in line for management jobs. Since John was four years older, he was offered first choice, so he selected Bloomington, the county seat. My dad settled for Mattoon because he had been there several times and was familiar with the town. It also had a direct rail route into Chicago, which he considered important from a freight standpoint. You must remember that there were no paved roads yet and everything moved by rail.

So, in 1898, we moved to Mattoon.

Mattoon

The store was a large square building, on a corner, two stories high with a full basement. It was called the Demory building. Our first home consisted of a partitioned-off place on its second floor. As little as I was, I have a few vague recollections of it. I remember a bare electric light bulb that hung from the ceiling over a bench along the wall. My only toys were a footstool made out of carpet, and a lovely little pug dog named Judy.

To keep track of me, Mom sat me up on a bench. One day, I found a bottle of ammonia and before she could take it from me, I downed a swallow of it. I had just drunk a large cup of milk a few minutes before, which is probably the only thing that saved me. Mom held me up by my heels and gagged me with her fingers until I upchucked the milk, ammonia and all. I don’t have any recollection of that happening. Mom said I turned a very dark gray and I didn’t take a breath for nearly two minutes. She thought I was dead.

I don’t think we stayed up there very long, for my next memories were of a home down the street from Scott’s Grocery, just west of a new house being built. There were no other little boys in the neighborhood so what playmates I had were girls. Across the street sat a large green house, next to which by the sidewalk nestled a small building from which smoke came every so often. I now know it was a smokehouse, and that meat was being cured inside when it smoked like that. A boy named Jody White lived in that green house. He was much larger than I, but I was never allowed to speak to him because his father kept the local saloon. I knew what a saloon was; a store that had barrels out in back which smelled bad and had lots of flies buzzing around in them.

Our house was yellow with gray trimming and a picket fence in front. At one time there had been a driveway with two gates at the corner of the front yard; there was still a lot of sand and gravel just inside those gates. This was one of my favorite spots, for I delighted to squat in the middle of all that gravel and sand and throw handfulls of it up into the air, then to feel it fall down on me. I would finally get some of it in my mouth and then it wasn’t fun any more. With my little iron-wheeled wagon I would go over to the new house being built and pick up rocks and haul them around.

Sometimes a little girl (who must have been a year or two older than I) named Margo Bromley would come over and play with me, hauling me around in the wagon. Once in a while, she would sit in the wagon facing me and reach over and put her finger in the placket in front of my pants. I would grab her hand and push it away. Somehow I knew she shouldn’t do that. It did raise a question in my mind which persisted. She didn’t have any placket in her panties.

My sister Margie was in school. One day she decided she wanted to take me there with her, and the teacher parked me at a desk near a window. As time went on, I began to feel I had to go to the bathroom. I had been told by Mom that I must sit very still and not make any noise. Not much later, a little girl across the aisle from me noticed a puddle under my desk and started nudging and whispering. Pretty soon the whole class was looking and snickering, which embarrassed my sister very very much. The teacher, who was dressed kind of funny (all covered up except for her face) laughed too, and she told Margie to take me home.

The Sisters at the school were great on school pageants for holidays like Christmas and Easter. In the Christmas nativity scene, four angels hung suspended by an invisible apparatus from their backs (as if to be floating in air), while wearing rented angel wings. It made a very pretty scene. About half-way through the program, my sister (one of the angels) began to rotate and finally wound up backwards. All of this apparatus became exposed to the audience, who began to chitter and finally broke into a laugh. The older children playing the leading parts never could figure out why the audience laughed.

Mom and Dad went to Mass on Christmas Eve and took me along. I was fascinated by the choir in the back of the church up in a loft. When they started to sing Adeste Fideles (O Come All Ye Faithful) I knew the tune, having heard Dad sing it many a time at home. So, standing up and facing the choir, I joined in the singing and I wouldn’t shush, either. That incident got me a job; for the following Easter the Sisters taught me to sing the song For I’m a Great Big Jolly Bumblebee. Mom, with her trusty sewing machine, pitched in and made me a nice velvet jacket, pants, a shirt with black stripes crossways on it, and gauze wings on wire frames. A head cap with two antennae covered everything but my face, and with my little black patent leather slippers, I really looked like a bee. Thus I made my debut at age three as an entertainer.

Pop’s store cleared over $10,000 that first year; half of it was his. That was a fortune to Lucy, so she immediately began to promote a piano. She started to find things wrong with the organ. Shortly thereafter, a wagon from the store backed up to the porch; on it was a piano. Pop had sent his head man, Mack Sparks, along with two other men to unload it. They stretched two planks between the back of the wagon and the porch, but one of the boards was weaker and bent more than the other. When they got the piano’s weight on them, it teetered and fell off, catching Mack underneath and breaking his leg. Mack was laid up a long time and he walked with a limp for the rest of his life. In later years, he became the mayor of Mattoon.

The piano was not badly damaged; nothing wrong that Pop couldn’t fix. The organ was hauled away and the piano took its place. For some reason or other, Mom never sounded as good on that piano as she did on the old organ. She was very proud of her new acquisition. At long last, things were looking up for Frank and Lucy.

The battleship Maine was blown up in Havana Harbor. The Spanish-American War broke out, but was over almost before it started. It generated a whole new line of popular songs, one of which I remember went: 

My Dad’s all dressed up today

He never looked so fine.

Every time she looks at him,

It makes my Mamma cry.

His buttons are marked U.S. 

So that means us I guess.

Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Phillipines all came under United States’ dominance and protection. I remember my Dad coming home from work and sitting on the front porch steps with the newspaper, reading the headlines about the war. I always liked to sit next to him because he smelled good, like a fine cigar. He worked long and hard, but he was happy. 

Mom took in a roomer. I can picture sort of a vignette of him, an old fellow with white hair and a white moustache, who always wore a smile on his face. The only name I knew for him was “Dad.” I thought he must be some kind of a relative, but he wasn’t. All I remember of him was his face, his suspenders, and a faded salmon-colored bedspread on his bed. When he was home, he kept pretty much to his room, which we referred to as the “front bedroom.” I liked to go in there because the sunshine shown in it. 

When I was four, on the eve of July 4th, the Demory Building was gutted by fire. Just that quickly, bad luck had struck again. I can distinctly remember my dad holding me in his arms, standing at what was at one time the side entrance to the store, looking down into the basement which was nothing but twisted iron and ashes. My dad was crying and I felt awfully sorry for him. I had never seen him cry before.

No one ever really knew how the fire started. It was surmised that a “gay young blade” flirting with the telephone girls on the second floor across the alley flipped a cigarette into the window well of the store, where it laid, smoldering deep into the night, the fire finally eating its way into the elevator shaft. 

A night or two after the fire I dreamed a goat was running down our street, butting each house with its horns, which set them all on fire. I must have been screaming my head off because I was rudely awakened by my mother shaking me. Why that dream occurred was a mystery; the goat part puzzled me. I have no recollection of ever having seen a goat, let alone one that bumped into anything.  I remember that dream like it was last night, and don’t think I remember more than three or four dreams I ever had in my whole life. One more lasting memory.

My best recollection of Mattoon: I was at a warehouse down by the railroad tracks. By standing on tiptoe, my eyes came barely up to the bottom of the window sill, and I could see my dad inside trying to sell a bed spring to a man and woman. These springs were the only stock he had, having arrived by freight after the fire. Somehow I was afraid and very confused. I cried a lot.

Two things Mom did I despised. The first entailed dangling a curling iron in a lamp chimney until it was hot. To test it, she would touch it against spit on her finger, and then proceed to curl my hair. Although she never really burned me, she came awfully close to it many times. The other was her ornery habit of slapping me in the face with a cold wet washrag first thing in the morning. I don’t like cold water in my face to this day.

In September, Pop went up to Pontiac (the county seat) to look at a store. The town had two thriving companies which manufactured ladies’ shoes and a boys’ reformatory which had a large payroll of guards. There was also a thriving candy factory on the north side. Of course, Livingston County enjoyed the stature of one of the richest counties agriculturally in the world. Bloomington was the largest city nearby, forty-five miles away. Several satellite towns lay within horse and buggy distance. The store looked good, so they bought it. Dad got a room in the hotel next door and took over at once, but the family did not follow him until the next year.

I was now five years old and ready for school. Mother spent hours on me; I printed the alphabet, counted way past one-hundred, knew all the little words in my books by heart and sometimes could pick them out in the newspaper. Mom treated me like I was some kind of a doll, keeping me dressed up most of the time.

When Pop went to Pontiac, Mom took Margie and me down to Tamaroa or DuQuoin (someplace down in there) to visit some of her Campbell cousins. I can remember one day being out in a grape arbor, with the sun shining through the fruit on the vines. The relatives had me sitting up on a box perched on a stool and they cut my hair, which of course fell into my mouth. I was hot and sweaty and utterly miserable. The scissors were dull and pulled; I was outraged and really mad. With that hair went the last signs of babyhood; I now was a boy. 

Wherever this place was, my grandmother, Sarah Lindsay, was there, too. I had to sleep with her and she snored. I began to hate her. She lay like a mountain beside me. I’m sure I must have been glad when we headed back to Mattoon.

With Pop gone, I began to be aware of my sister. I was told that little girls were very tender and little boys should never hit them.  One time when Mom was braiding Margie’s two waist-long plaits, she hit her on the behind with a hairbrush because she wouldn’t stand still. Evidently it was all right for one female to hit another, but nobody said anything about a girl hitting a boy. So one time when Margie tried it on me, she got kicked in the shins!

Pontiac

Our first home in Pontiac sat on a corner on East Washington Street, a nice residential area, just east of a big white house where Dr. Woodrow lived. He was a retired physician who was also our landlord. This house was a lot larger than our house in Mattoon. It had a bathroom in it, with a zinc-lined tub, a stool and washbowl attached to the wall. We didn’t have to go outdoors any more!

Our new lamps used Welschback burners, which gave a much brighter, whiter light than the old kerosene wick lamps did. A shiny new cookstove sat in the kitchen, a malleable range. The living room was heated by a great big hard coal base-burner, but the parlor was shut off from the rest of the house in winter because it was hard to keep warm.

For the first time in my short career, I found some boys in the neighborhood to play with. The Reeces lived across the street to the east of us, and the two boys, Herbert and Orville, were both older than I. My first acquaintance with them was that they imitated my speech. Later they decided to tie me up to a post in their back lot  “summer house” where laundry and summertime cooking were done. They closed the doors, walked off, and left me tied there for what seemed like centuries. The first time they did it, I cried until Mrs. Reece came out and untied me. Well, after several episodes of this, I didn’t cry any more or Mrs. Reece made them stop; I don’t know why they quit, but eventually we learned to play together without hostility. I learned to play “Hide and Go Seek,” “Run Sheep Run” and “Duck on a Rock.” I wasn’t very good at the latter because I couldn’t throw a rock very well.

Margie was enrolled in Central School and Mom busied herself with her sewing machine, making the three of us some new clothes.

Mr. Reece liked to take the Sunday paper and a good cigar and go out and sit in a double seated swing in the yard on a Sunday afternoon. He would read the paper and enjoy his cigar in his white shirt and white suspenders. One afternoon while he was out there, a bird came along and perched on top of the swing and let go right down the front of his shirt. Well, I have never in my life seen a man explode and get as mad as Mr. Reece did. I didn’t laugh because he scared the dickens out of me. He also used some swear words I had never heard before, which sounded awfully impressive, so I added them to my expanding vocabulary. Mom was mystified as to where I had picked them up. I used one one day and she made me wash my mouth out with soap. Evidently, there were good words and bad words!

Down the block on the other side of the street stood a great big mansion, a light yellow brick house, where the Carruthers lived. They must have been very rich. Their son  Frank was just a little bit older than I. I used to like to go down there and play because he had such marvelous toys; toys I had never even seen before. He had an elephant, almost as tall as I was, that nodded its head, flapped his trunk and waggled his tail. If you pulled on a cord, he would trumpet, sounding just like a real elephant. Frank had freckles and I liked him a lot. I think the Carruthers owned the light company in Pontiac.

Years later when I went back to Pontiac, just before I started college, the Carruthers’ home had been taken over by the Elks, used as their clubhouse. It probably was the most imposing mansion in Pontiac, one of the very few brick houses in the area. Although there were brick houses on the south side of the river, none were equal in size or construction to the Carruthers Mansion.

The furniture business was doing well, and I don’t recall just when we moved, whether we stayed in that location all winter or not. The next home I remember was on East Madison Street, about four blocks away from the store, on the south side of the street.

My sister started taking piano lessons from a Mrs. Lacey.

There were lots of kids to play with in that neighborhood, girls and boys. I began to observe things more; things like how sometimes you would find five or six dogs all following another dog, all seemingly interested in only that one. I noticed that a girl dog was different than a boy dog. It was only natural for me to begin to wonder if girls and boys were different as well. (I might put in right here, in all my years I had never seen my mother, father, or sister naked.) Why didn’t girls dress like boys? Why were they different?

Two doors down from our house lived the Wooleys. They had a pretty little three-year-old girl named Henrietta. She had such nice brown curls. This family still had an outdoor toilet in their back yard, a two-holer. One day my curiosity got the best of me, so I took Henrietta into the two-holer, stood her up on the seat, and proceeded to take her clothes off. Well, I was disappointed. She didn’t have anything, and my estimate of girls went down one thousand percent right then and there. I hadn’t closed the privy door, and Mrs. Wooley saw us in there. When she realized what we were up to, she broke out laughing, took Henrietta into the house, and then came over and told Mom. The two of them, I thought, would laugh themselves sick. I got a good scolding and learned that you not only did not hit little girls but that you didn’t take their clothes off, either. But after that, who wanted to?

That Christmas, I got my first sled, but there wasn’t much snow and, of course, what could you do with a sled in the summer? There was a shed in our back yard, part of which was for coal; the rest contained a bunch of old window shutters. Along the side of the shed was the box the piano was always moved in and another packing box about half as high as the first. I pulled the old shutters out and by maneuvering them around in front of the piano box, I made a slide three shutters long that started up even with the roof of the woodshed. My sled would fit on those just swell, and because it was steep I could slide all the way down. That was my first attempt to ever build anything, and by golly, it worked. I had all the kids in the neighborhood in my back yard, sliding down my shutters.

It was while we lived there I learned to play “one-eye cat” baseball. In one-eye cat, you start in the outfield and as the outs are made you move up to third base, then to second, first, pitcher, catcher and then finally it is your turn to bat. You batted as long as you weren’t put out. I got my first catcher’s mit, and boy, I even took it to bed with me.

It was also here in Pontiac where I started to school. My first teacher was a Miss Rothram and I liked her very much. Margie and I were placed in the Methodist Sunday School which was run like a three-ring circus. The president of one of the shoe companies was also the smiling superintendent of the Sunday School who stood up before us, a Mr. A.M. Legg. He was supposed to be one of the leading personalities of the community, but his welcoming speech was always the same. His brother C.E. Legg, was also connected with the shoe factory. I had a new teacher every week. I don’t ever remember having learned anything in Sunday School. The thing I enjoyed the most was just before the school let out, everybody would get in line and parade clear around the outside aisle of the church. As we went past the dais in the front, we were given a little sack of candy in a glassine bag. Now, that was worth going to Sunday School for!

The Methodists always had a Christmas service in which the children of the Sunday School put on a program. In one episode where the shepherds are told where the infant Jesus was lying, eight or nine of us each had a few words to recite from the New Testament. When my turn came, I was supposed to say, “and there you will find him wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.” Well, to my recollection, that was the only time in all my life that I ever froze when it came to be my turn to perform. I couldn’t think of a word of it. Mom and Pop, of course, felt like going down through the floor. I was the only one in the whole show who didn’t say my lines right.

There was a narrowness in Pontiac about religion. The Catholics were considered “detro.” This bigotry filtered down even into children; I got so that as I went by the nice Catholic Church which was on my way to school, I would run and hold my breath ’til I got clear past it for fear I would catch something. These feelings weren’t merely isolated in Pontiac. People in many small towns of that age harbored the same prejudices.

Almost directly opposite our house lived the Caulkens family. Mike Caulkens, a boy about ten or eleven, liked me and taught me to catch and throw, spending a lot of time with me. He was a natural athlete, and defended me when I would get into a situation that was just a little too much for me to handle. On the school playground, I found that one who could defend himself was one who was respected; if you didn’t stick up for your own rights, you got pushed around a lot. Mike taught me some wrestling holds that came in handy. Any fist fight wound up on the ground and wrestling became an important part of any quarrel. Don’t get the idea that we had a fight every day; fights were few and far between, but when they came, one had to be ready for them.

Our house had a big bay window in front, and when standing in it you could look way up and down the street. Mom decided that I ought to have piano lessons, too, but it was awfully hard to sit still when Mrs. Lacey was trying to give me a lesson and there was a ball game going on outside. My hands weren’t very large and I couldn’t spread and reach the keys the way an older person could. Possibly I was too young. Anyway, it was an experiment that didn’t work. Margie was doing very well on the piano, but I was a total loss.

School was a snap and, a little bit after Christmas, I was moved into the second grade. That was a mistake because it put me with kids who were all older. I had to learn a whole new bunch of names and faces and play with different kids on the playground; the effort to establish myself with my schoolmates started all over again.

Pop bought a bicycle and rode to work every morning. I can remember him standing with the bicycle between his legs and Mom on the porch.They would carry on a conversation for fifteen minutes before he started to work. It always seemed that there was an awful lot they had to say at the last minute.

My parents were rapidly becoming acquainted with the local folks and began to go to dances and social occasions. Of course, that meant leaving us alone or getting a baby-sitter. They fitted up a back room upstairs and hired a girl named Maggie. She slept in and was paid $3.00 a week. As I think back, Maggie couldn’t have been over 14 or 15 and, when the folks were gone, she would try to entertain us. She put on dramatic scenes consisting mostly of “I shall go mad; what shall I do? I’m a disgrace. I know what I’ll do, I’ll kill myself.” Grabbing a knife, she would pretend to stab herself and fall down on the floor. She went through all the gestures and everything. We thought it was great. No matter how her story started out, it always wound up the same way.

Dad served on some committee there in town, which entitled us to get passes to all the shows playing at the Folks Opera House. In those days a good many road shows came to town every year, possibly as many as twelve or fifteen. Everybody turned out for an occasion like a show. I still remember the names of some of the productions: Flaming Arrow, School for Scandal, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and Charlie’s Aunt. Then there were the minstrel shows. When these arrived in town, there would always be a parade around the town square, down past the store, and then over to the theater. The band all dressed in red coats and red caps with leather bills. They always had an interlocutor and two end men who wore blackface. Banjo players played good ragtime, and a home talent show was a frequent favorite. Maude Folks usually had charge and the chairmanship of the committee, and Major Strong, a retired army officer, always played the leading man. The first show premiered before the regular theater season started and the last one finished right after Lent.

We kept our horse and carriage at the Grove’s livery stable. We always drove out when the reformatory band played in the bandstand out on their grounds, which were much like a park. The concerts were lovely. Crowds would gather and we sat in the buggy listening to the music. Sometimes we jumped down. Margie with her girlfriends would all form into a wide, sweeping line and parade around the bandstand with the boys trailing after them giggling (to my utter disgust). Then after the concert, we would come back down town and drive up in front of Kay’s confectionery store. Mr. Kay came out to take our orders, and we all would have chocolate sodas, sitting at the curb in our buggy. The chocolate soda cost a nickel, so Dad could treat the whole family for twenty cents.

Our buggy was pretty fancy. It was one of the newer models fitted with rubber tires so the only noise it made going down the street was the clop-clop-clop of the horse’s hooves. The carriage itself made no noise at all. In the fall, we would drive out into the country around McDowell. Pop had farmer friends out there who owned walnut and hickory nut trees. We would pick up all the nuts we wanted and put them in burlap sacks and bring them home. The walnuts were left in the bag and beaten with the flat of an ax to get the hulls off, then put up on the woodshed roof to dry. I still think a walnut cake is the most delicious cake there is—Black walnuts!

Across from the Methodist Church to the east sat a big empty lot. One day construction began on a great big wooden building which eventually covered the whole lot. Wood shavings were spread on the floor, and tile seats stood on end with planks spanning between them. Billy Sunday, the Evangelist, was coming to town! His reputation was of a real “Hell and damnation” preacher. Formerly a ball player, he had become a most eloquent speaker. None of our present Evangelists could touch him; he could scare you to death! You were sinners and going to Hell in a basket, just as sure as sure. People drove in from all over the county to hear Billy Sunday. He was a pioneer in Evangelism on a big scale.

Then there was the Chautauqua. Upstream above the East Side Shoe Factory and the wooden suspension bridge, the Vermillion River formed a large horseshoe surrounding the ground on which this festival was held. A large pavilion stood in the center, surrounded by other buildings for various exhibits and shows much like a county fair. All kinds of prizes for local quilting, baking, and other crafts were awarded. The only features lacking were livestock such as cattle and chickens and pigs you would find in the county fair. 

While the Chautauqua was on, people rented tents and space for them on the grounds, virtually moving out there bag and baggage for the duration. These walled tents could be fixed up very nicely. In fact, a friendly rivalry existed between a lot of folks to see who could make the prettiest tent arrangement. Each had a canopy under which porch furniture was arranged, accented with potted plants. Because the canopy consisted of one side of the tent raised up, you could see clear inside. A lamp was kept lit at night so people could look in and see how pretty it was.

Concessions included a restaurant as well as hot dog, lemonade, and popcorn stands. Carbonated drinks didn’t exist, and, of course, beer and liquor were prohibited on the grounds.

Chautauqua became the peak of the cultural season, as the evening programs at the pavilion were always headlined by a special speaker or feature of some kind. One of the speakers was Admiral Dewey, the hero of the Philippine War. Another was William Jennings Bryan, the silver-tongued orator who shot into national prominence with his Cross of Gold speech on the torturing question of whether this country should have a double standard of silver and gold, or gold alone. He later fought Clarence Darrow in the Scopes trial on Fundamentalism vs. Evolution in Tennessee. He preached against excesses, yet this man who insisted on grape juice in the communion service died from overeating! In the early 1900’s, he was at the height of his popularity, in great demand for after-dinner speeches and lectures. He tried for but never won the nomination for President.

Bands and glee clubs from various parts of the country entertained, and a popular feature was the “statuary” act. People would dress all in white tights with white makeup and try to simulate statues. The lights went down, and when they were turned up again, the figures would be in a spectacular arrangement, supposedly a marvelous creation in carved stone. The audience applauded, the lights went down, and then the actors would reappear in a different pose. If a girl or two looked particularly good in tights, there would be a lot of men in the audience and the applause vociferous!

My first viewing of moving pictures was at the Chautauqua. I remember The Great Train Robbery and a naval confrontation between Japanese and Russian battleships, purportedly taken while they were really battling, (but I imagine they were models in a tank of water). The Russo-Japanese War had just ended and Japan defeated Russia.

I saw a Passion Play and, as young as I was, I could see how they had messed up the picture by trying to hand-color it. In retrospect, I believe it must have been filmed in Europe, possibly taken at Oberammergau, Germany.

Canoes and row boats were available to rent at a boat house. The popular thing was for young teenagers to take canoes out together on the water and start singing in the moonlight. Their voices sounded awfully pretty coming in over the water.

One year, a Professor Larrimore who had known my dad as members of an athletic club in Decatur, organized at least fifty boys in a week’s time. They performed all sorts of acrobatic formations; pyramids (with the smaller boys standing on the shoulders or the backs of the older boys), and rudimentary tumbling. I was in a group of eight who worked on three ladders; on them, in them, outside of them and in between them. We were well received. My folks had Professor Larrimore out one evening to dinner at our house, and was I proud!

I must have been in either the third or fourth grade when Maude Folks decided to have a contest between the children of South Side and Central Schools in a cake-walk contest, where a boy danced the cake-walk with a girl partner. Because I was blond, I was paired with a little brunette by the name of Hazel Kelly, the granddaughter of Major Strong (the leading man in all the home talent shows). It called for a special order on Mom’s sewing machine to compliment Hazel’s very fluffy white dress. The way our cake-walk wound up was with me kneeling on one knee. She put her slipper up on my knee, and then I took out my handkerchief with a flare to dust it. Lo and behold, when we put that contest on out at the Chautauqua, Hazel and I won the cake! 

The whole thing was such a success that Maude arranged for us to put it on again out at the reformatory, which had a small theater with a stage. We went through our performance out there, and by golly, by applause we were judged the winners again. 

By that time, I had a terrible crush on Hazel. She sat several seats ahead of me in school and would peek around to see if I was looking at her (which I usually was). She lived a block from school; I would hurry down and hide behind a tree, waiting for her to come out, and then would walk to school with her. I was in love! I don’t know how long this lasted, but it wasn’t too long. The first thing I knew, we were both over it. Falling out of love was not nearly as painful as falling in love. Falling in love was a torment.

I was getting older and began to range farther afield. Finally I discovered a football field, up by the high school, way in the north end of town. I began to learn the names of some of the boys on the football team—the Brittingham boys and Floyd Easterbrook, the quarterback who always looked so pretty in his uniform. It fit so nicely! He could kick a drop kick! I began to notice the sport pages in the newspaper, and I would lay on the floor with a tablet and a pencil and draw ball players and horses from the newspaper.

Starting in the third grade, we began having art classes. A boy who lived in the north end of town named Harold Aarvig and I both became pretty proficient in drawing and the teacher noticed it. We began to rival each other for putting the monthly calendar on the blackboard. His flair was to draw the characters in the cartoons from the funny paper, which I never even tried. My drawing was always of a more serious character. By the time we reached the fifth grade, this rivalry had developed into a real hostility.

While in fourth grade, we moved again, this time still farther east, on the north side of the street, into a home with electric lights. It had a delightful barn out in back. Since we stabled our horse and carriage at Grove’s Livery, I took over the top floor of the barn, turning it into a gymnasium. I made a horizontal bar out of a curtain pole I wangled down at the store. A broomstick became a trapeze and a couple of old repossessed sanitary cot pads made tumbling mats. I had a whole new set of playmates. The street in back of us was Howard Street, on which lived the Chaney boys, the Smith boys, the Murphy boys, and down at the end of the block lived Skinny Bently and my very special friend, a newcomer to town, Harvey Marco.

The shoe factory’s machinery was becoming obsolete, so the Leggs brought three men in from the United Shoe Machinery Company in Boston to reorganize their operation. These included Billy McFarland and his wife, Sadie; Bill Howell, a bachelor, and the Marcos, who had a boy my age, Harvey. 

Harvey knew an awful lot about Indians and we made tomahawks and bows and arrows. I got a whole new Indian suit for Christmas, but I was never very crazy about it because it had red and yellow fringe. It wasn’t the real thing because Indians never had red and yellow fringe (they wore buckskin fringe made out of leather). That suit was resurrected out of Mom’s attic after Edie and I were married and it still looked like new. I didn’t lose my interest in Indians until late in my teens. 

Harvey spoke with a Boston accent. He had a horrible time in school because kids thought he sounded queer and didn’t know how to talk right. 

Billy McFarland and his wife, Sadie, made an immediate hit with my dad and mother. They became very close friends. Several times a week, they played bridge whist. Sadie and Lucy became almost inseparable; they both had exactly the same measurements and could wear each other’s clothes. They liked to exchange clothes and then go downtown shopping with their ruffled skirts, tight fitting bodices and pretty hats, turning many a man’s head. Pop was proud as Lucifer of Mom. He bought her pretty jewelry. Sadie and Lucy spent three days at the St. Louis World’s Fair and took weeks telling us all about it.

In 1904, several great things happened. Pop brought home a Victor phonograph and records, some of which we still have to this day. They were embossed only on one side; the other side was blank. Henry Burr was the reigning popular singer. Arthur Pryor’s band was the most popular band then as John Phillip Sousa’s was to become later. Both came to Chautauqua in Pontiac at one time or another.

A motorcade which had started in New York came through Chicago on the dirt roads. Over 100 cars started, but the number was down to fifty-two when they arrived in Pontiac. Here they came, one after another; the cars and the people were thickly coated with dust. The women wore large hats tied down with veils, the men in linen dusters and leather caps with visors. One didn’t realize how dirty they were until they removed their goggles. They had come from Joliet that day and bivouacked in Pontiac. Cars included Marmons, Pope Hartfords, Wintons, Loziers, Reos and Daimlers, Duesenbergs, the Rambler, the Stoddard-Dayton, and the Pierce Arrow. There was a Benz. There was a Stutz. One of four Buicks caught fire and burned up while sitting in front of Billy Copeland’s bicycle shop.  

Very few resembled the automobile of today; a great many still had the earmarks of the horse-drawn buggy. Most had the engines mounted under the seat and a great many steered with a tiller. The most common style was the two-seater roadster type vehicle.  I don’t think any were capable of speeds over 35 miles per hour.

We kids were in our element, having never seen automobiles before. Pictures, yes, but not the real thing. We went from one to another, trying to see the differences between them. Some had leather dashboards like a buggy. All the bodies were made of wood and the wheels were either wire, like bicycle wheels, or had wooden spokes like a wagon wheel. Practically all of them were on leaf springs (like buggy springs) and the closest thing to a shock absorber was a leather strap down around the axle which caught the car on the rebound. All started by hand crank and all had acetylene or carbide lamps. Carbide gas (created by pouring water on top of flaked carbide in a tank) went to the headlights, which you then lit with a match. Some cars had a rudimentary tonneau (open body). None ever had front doors and a car with a front bonnet or hood was a rarity. The only type of horn had a rubber ball on it that you squeezed to honk.

I woke up extra early the next morning to go down and see them leave, but when I arrived the only car left was one burnt-up Buick. It seemed like a dream that they had ever been there. It sure stirred up interest in the automobile, though.  It wasn’t too long before Billy Copeland had one, a Buick which was almost a duplicate of the one that burned. Billy took Pop and me for a ride. I had to hold on going around a corner and I don’t think Pop enjoyed it too much. Actually, you didn’t feel very secure. It set up higher than a regular buggy and the dashboard came barely up to your knees. It steered with a tiller, and offered no protection on the sides except an iron rod along the arm to hang on to. Doc Brookshire, (who lived just a block from us) shortly after that acquired an automobile looking exactly like a buggy even down to the wheels. It had regular hard rubber tires and drove with chains to an axle in the rear, from a jack-shaft just in back of the seat. I think it only had one cylinder, ’cause it chugged, chugged, chugged. The fly-wheel looked as big as the top of a garbage can. 

Someone who lived farther east of us bought a red buck-board. A buck-board consisted of a wooden frame, four rubber-tired wire wheels, a seat, a steering wheel, and a motor mounted over the back axle. The motor was smaller even than a motorcycle motor is today. Horses reared and ran away; you had to hold them by the head.

I remember two whippings my Dad gave me while we lived in Pontiac. The first came shortly after I had gotten a new pair of shoes. I guess they had cost more than any shoes I ever owned, and I was told to take good care of them. On the way to school one day, I went down Madison Street and up Chicago Avenue (not paved at the time) which ran along side of the store. It was muddy and raining at the time and someway or other, I imagined I was playing horse. I trotted right down through the middle of the street with these brand new shoes on getting mud clear up to my knees. I was thoroughly in my element, completely unaware that my Dad was standing in the back door of the store taking in the whole show. He called me into the store and must have broken a dozen yard sticks over my behind. He scared me more than anything else; I had never seen him mad before.

The second whipping was earned when I cleaned out the barn loft in order to establish my gym. Pigeons had roosted up there for years, leaving droppings all over the floor and loose straw. The younger Chaney boy and I got two brooms and swept all this through an opening in the floor previously used to pass feed down to the mangers below. I didn’t know that Mom had her fruit stored temporarily in one of those mangers and I swept all this pigeon dirt and everything down on top of all her canned fruit and vegetables.

The inspiration for my gym had come from Pop’s friend, Professor Larrimore, but Pop seemed unimpressed with my desire for a gym of my own. When he saw all the corruption I swept out of the hayloft down on top of Mom’s canned goods, he exploded! He came up into the hayloft and this time didn’t carry a yardstick. Lifted by one arm, I was thrown clear over the horizontal bars, caught on the other side and manhandled as he tossed me up in the air and caught me by anything he happened to grab on the way down. He really was rough and scared the hell out of me. I never forgave him for that because I didn’t think I deserved it. I could see why Dad whipped me about the mud on my shoes, but I never could see any sense in the way he treated me about that hayloft. He told me to stay out of the barn, but I never did. That hayloft became a haven, a retreat and a refuge and I spent many an hour up there with my playmates. What fun we had!

We had two big cherry trees in the back yard and, of course, it was my job to help pick the fruit. We used ladders and tin buckets and, oh, what a bore it was to get up and pull off those cherries. I didn’t like cherries, anyhow. To this day, I wouldn’t walk across the street for all the cherries in Illinois. Sometimes, Margie convinced some of her girlfriends to help, climbing up in the trees to pick the fruit. One day, Beth McConahay and Margie were standing on the same limb and it broke off. They both fell about eight or nine feet to the ground. Fortunately, neither one of them was hurt except for getting scratched up. It was all very funny to me and I laughed. They chased me into the house. What a job it was to seed all those cherries. Mom made cherry preserves, and canned cherries for pies and cobblers.

Pop always planted a garden and I had to hoe and scrape in it to get the weeds out.  He raised radishes, onions, lettuce, and a lot of tomato plants. Someone gave me a pair of white rabbits. We built a pen up against the barn back by the alley for them, but they would dig under the fence and get in the garden. I had to chase them all over the neighborhood before I could catch them. Every once in a while, they would have little ones. The babies weren’t much more than four or five inches long and didn’t have a hair on them. They weren’t very good looking. I didn’t know very much about raising rabbits so most of them were killed by the buck rabbit or by rats. I never could figure out why they all seemed to be chewed on when I would find them dead. I brought a couple into the house in a shoe box and tried to feed them cow’s milk, but even then they were dead in a day or two. The rabbits were nice to pet and fun to watch, but after a while, became a nuisance and we gave them away to some people on the north side.

Christmas was a great time and, of course, our tree never showed up until Christmas morning. I never saw any signs of it before that. Mom strung cranberries and popcorn and we wrapped English walnuts and Brazil nuts in shiny tinfoil to hang on it. Of course, the tree was loaded with lighted candles. I don’t think it ever occurred to Mom or Pop and it certainly didn’t to us kids how dangerous that was. The candles had to constantly be replaced as they burned down. The drippings of all colors were caught on a bedsheet underneath the tree, and by boiling the sheet, the candle wax melted out of it again.

I don’t remember particularly many toys I ever had, but one I do remember and loved very much was a donkey pulling a clown on a cart. Made in Germany, it had an intricate wind-up mechanism. The donkey would balk and go forward, while the clown stood up in his cart and pulled on the line, and then sat back down. The cart spun around in a circle, then backed up. It was an amusing thing to watch. As the clown and the donkey and the cart were all so faithfully reproduced, I kept that toy for years.

I received several ball gloves and bats and a ball or two, and, of course, ice skates. At five years old, I started on second-hand skates, and by eight was good at it. I began to go down to the river to skate on Saturdays and Sundays. Fallen logs lay here and there along the bank, making ideal places to sit and build a bonfire. When you got tired, you went over and sat on a log in front of the fire, and waited until your clothes began to steam. You then turned around and heated the other side, and away you went again.

My favorite place to skate was down by the dam, but as I gained a little more expertise and confidence and grew older, I followed the older boys clear up the river to the suspension bridge, just short of the horseshoe surrounding the Chautauqua grounds. Some instinct told me never to go any farther, so I would turn around and come back. The suspension bridge was about three-fourths of a mile from the dam. When the ice on the river cracked, it made a sound almost like a crack of a whip, ending in a roar. It scared you the first several times you heard it, but after a while when nothing happened, you got used to it. Many places where the wind had been blowing when the ice froze, or where currents ran underneath, part of the ice would be rough. One fell a dozen times every day on the ice, and sometimes I would fall headlong landing on my knees; they really hurt. Many a time at night they would swell up, and I now know that even at that young age, I was having water on the knee. As bad as they hurt, I would never let my mama or papa know about it, as I was afraid they wouldn’t let me go down to the river and skate any more.

One winter about that time we had a very heavy snow. It must have been at least a foot thick. Then rain and drizzle froze as it fell, forming ice on top of the snow at least an inch thick all over town. This all happened within a space of about three days, so that the snow had not been broken by traffic before the ice formed. We kids could skate almost anywhere we wanted to go. In all my years, I have never seen a condition like that ever happen again. It was very hard on the horses; there wasn’t a single one in town that  didn’t break through this ice, cutting his legs. Our horses at the store were cut up pretty badly. Axle grease was smeared on their legs, which were then tightly wrapped with strips cut from meal sacks. Those bandages kept them from being cut up any more.

It must have been a week before this ice thawed off the top, but during that week, the kids were in their glory. We skated to school, we skated downtown, we skated anywhere we wanted to go. We skated through somebody’s back yard. There was a place over on Howard Street where the snow had drifted before it iced over and you could skate right over where you knew a fence was.

Ray Blake came to school one day with a pair of skates his father,  a blacksmith, had made. They were blued steel with a curved front, fastened to a pair of shoes. When he got to school, he had his regular shoes tied with the shoe strings over his shoulder. Those were beautiful skates. Mr. Blake must have worked hours to make them. That is the first time I ever saw a pair of skates fastened to shoes permanently. None of the stores ever had shoe skates. For all I know, Ray Blake had the only pair in the world.

I don’t remember any other youngsters in our neighborhood who ever went skating on the river. Since I never did have many playmates my own age, I was perfectly at home down on the river with Mike Caulkens, the Pittenger boys, the Brittingham boys, and Ray and Bill Blake. When they would skate up river, I had to hustle to keep up, but it made a better skater of me.

I think the reason why I didn’t know more of the youngsters in my neighborhood was that there was an Eastside School only about three blocks from my house. I went to Central and these other youngsters all went to Eastside, so I didn’t see them very much, except in summer and at vacation time. I have no explanation for why I went to Central, except that I had started to school there. I don’t know whether they ever found out that I had moved or not. The Chaney boys, the Smith boys, Skinny Bentley, and Ivan Fairfield all went to Eastside.

Central was only two blocks from the business district on North Main Street, and the public library was just a block south of the school. I got a library card and was I proud of that! I could go into the library and pick out two books to take home with me by just having them stamp my card. I think I read every boy’s book in that library. I loved stories about boys at boarding school. Of course, these stories always contained a hero who made a touchdown in the last ten seconds or knocked in a winning home run in the ninth inning. There was always a jealous bully in the bunch who would try to pin some misdeed on the hero. I could relate to those bullies because I had met many of them in my short life.

On cold winter nights after supper, I would sit in behind the big base burner where it was warm and toasty, and Margie would sit on a low sewing chair and read me Robinson Crusoe or The Wizard of Oz  or 10,000 Leagues Under the Sea. She even read me one Indian story, James Fenimore Cooper’s Deer Slayer. It was a little old for me, but she was studying it in school and liked it so well she read it to me.

I vaguely remember a party I had when I turned eight. If my recollection is correct, that was the only birthday celebration I ever had. Margie and I both received quite a few small presents during the year, but there never were gifts on birthdays. The birthday was no big deal in our family.

In Pontiac, sledding was limited because the land was so flat. The only hill was a block east of the mill, down by the dam, running the 500 feet from Washington Street down next to the river. The fun part was to slide down it out onto the river, to see how far you could go. We preferred to wangle a ride on somebody’s toboggan to going down by ourselves. The best sledding we found was to run after horse-drawn grocery, milk, or coal wagons and hitch on to the back with a rope. You had to have a rope about fifteen or sixteen feet long in order to snake onto a wagon. Remember, there weren’t a half a dozen automobiles in Pontiac at the time. It would be worth your life to try the same thing today. I remember once when evidently there wasn’t very much to do at the store in the way of deliveries, and Pop let Margie and her gang take the wagon with Louis Norlan, the driver, and their sleds. We could either ride in the wagon or hitch on behind and he hauled us all over town.

That was the day Margie put her mouth on a metal band on the top of the wagon body and took all the skin off her tongue when it froze to the iron. She wouldn’t speak to her new beau, whose name was Max Trumboe, for a week afterwards. In fact, she couldn’t eat, let alone speak. She was mad at him because he laughed at her. A well set up, good looking young red-headed boy, Max was really very fond of Margie. In fact, many times after we moved to Bloomington, he journeyed down on weekends for a date with her.

I was now nine and Margie was in high school.

This wagon driver, Louis Norlan, was a trustee from the reformatory whom the superintendent asked my dad to hire. Louis had been sentenced to the Pontiac “pen” for five years for beating up a friend of his in a fit of rage, having darn-near killed the guy. He was convicted of assault with a deadly weapon because he decked this guy with half a brick. Louis was a hard worker, but he had an ungovernable temper. When he would have one of those outbursts, my dad would grab him by the shoulder and whirl him around, give him a lecture, and make him reflect on the fact that he was where he was because he couldn’t control his temper. Louis Norlan stayed in Pontiac after he was released and became one of the best contractors the town had, in spite of a prison record. He earned a reputation that all people respected, married and had two children. That, however, was many years after the episode with the wagon.

The ice on the river had been great that year. Along in March, the weather softened, raining for two days. The ice lay so solid on the river that the rain water stood on top of it almost an inch deep. It was fun to skate on because the water made the ice very smooth and acted as a lubricant, creating a very unusual sensation. About eleven o’clock one Saturday morning while this condition existed, a rumor came down where we were skating of an accident up river in which a little boy had drowned. We skated up to the suspension bridge. I took off my skates, climbing up on the bridge and I could see a small group of people on the south bank. I walked over and saw a little boy about my own age with blond hair who almost looked like me. He was lying face up and was so still; a white rim of foam outlined his lips. I had never seen anyone dead before. His name was Eddie Vanderwick, and he lived up the river, clear around the horseshoe past the Wabash bridge and the ice house. He had decided to skate to town and, when he got down around the horseshoe, with the water the way it was, he couldn’t see the opening in the ice where they had been cutting it, and went in. The water was about eight feet deep there; he never had a chance. No one even knew he was there, except that his cap came off and was floating in the water. They got him out with boat hooks from the boat house on the Chautauqua grounds nearby. The hearse came and they put Eddie on a stretcher and took him away.

I went back to the suspension bridge, put my skates on and started back down to the dam. That sobered me. I just didn’t feel like I wanted to skate much longer, so I started over towards a dock where some boats had been frozen into the ice. 

Just as I reached for the boats, I plunged into the water. The ice had melted away from the boats by about three feet, which I couldn’t see, with water covering the ice the way it was. I instinctively didn’t take a breath but could feel my skates in the mud at the bottom. I held my breath as long as I could but then began to strangle. Mike Caulkens, not over fifteen or sixteen feet from me on the shore at the end of the pier, saw me go in. He ran out and jumped down into a boat, able to see the top of my head through the water. Reaching down, he grabbed for me and I was just barely conscious enough to grasp his arm. He couldn’t lift me until a couple of other boys climbed down in the boat to help him. They pulled me out, coughing and sputtering and almost completely unconscious. I finally passed out and when I came to, they had me propped up, my back to a log, with somebody’s laprobe wrapped around me. I didn’t have anything on except my underwear. All my clothes hung on sticks around a fire. I felt awful, remembering the terrible visions I had experienced in the water. Having just seen that other little boy, I was terrified. If Mike hadn’t been watching me, I could have suffered the same fate.

I don’t know how much time had passed, but I remember pleading with the boys not to tell anyone about my accident. I was scared to death my dad and mother would find out, which of course they did, but they never heard it from me. They did wonder, though, where I had picked up that horrible cold. I think that was the last time I went skating on the river that year. For sheer terror, I think that was probably the worst experience I ever had in all my life.

My room was on the second floor on the west side of the house and a mulberry tree stood just outside of my window. By taking out the screen, I could reach out and pull those great big heavy luscious mulberries off the tree. Of course, the inside of my mouth looked like an inkwell when I got through, but I loved to eat them fresh off the tree like that. Underneath the tree there wasn’t much grass, just kind of a bare clay type of soil, so it was a great place to practice my marbles. One day I was there sitting down and all of a sudden, I began to feel something stinging and biting and itching. I didn’t pay much attention until it began to spread and get more intense, and before I knew it, the itch was all over my behind, in between my legs and down inside my thighs. I thought I would go crazy. I had been sitting on a hill of little tiny red ants. I was just peppered with little crimson bites that just drove me wild. I went upstairs and took my pants off and got in the tub to get the ants off me. You know those ants left those trousers without any effort on my part. They were not interested in my pants unless I was in them! When the little devils bit, it stung and then it turned into an itch. I must have had five hundred bites on me.

All through my childhood, boys wore knickers with long stockings. The knickers came down over our knees ending in a cuff covering the top of the stockings. Usually a buckle would adorn the side. A lot of kids went barefooted in the summer. I tried it two or three times, but finally I got a very bad cut from a piece of glass which cured me of going without shoes. I remember I prized a pair of rubber boots I got when I must have been about six or seven. They were great, I thought, until I found out that if I played in the snow with them, the snow went down into the tops. They weren’t very warm; when I got water inside them my feet absolutely froze. After a rain I loved to wear them out wading in the gutters.

Finally, the feud between Red Aarvig and me came to a head one cold morning on the playground. A small pond had formed at the corner of the sidewalk. It was just cold enough that the pond froze overnight about one-fourth or three-eighth inches thick, but the next morning, too many kids would get on it at the same time, breaking it up into shards. The next night the sharp edges sticking up would freeze, becoming almost like broken glass. I don’t know how it started, but the first thing you know, Red and I were really going at it on this ice. Well, I know I had several abrasions on my cheeks and forehead, no skin on any of my knuckles, a lip that was bleeding, and a bloody nose. Red, I could see, had a skinned nose and chin, as well as an eye that was swelling very rapidly.

When the janitor caught us by the back of our necks to stop the fight, we were both down on the ice, beating the devil out of each other. School hadn’t taken up more than ten minutes, so we were told by the teacher to report to the principal’s office. By that time, my nose had stopped bleeding, but Red’s eye was practically closed. The principal gave us a lecture and then took Red into the cloakroom. When he came out, Red was on the verge of tears, but he wouldn’t have cried if the man had killed him. I saw what the principal was using. It was a length of hose split into a cat-o-nine tails.

Now it was my turn to go into the cloakroom. I had on a sweater stuffed into my corduroy pants and heavy lile stockings. He gave me three licks, one across the shoulders, one across the behind and a third across the calves of my legs. He kinda waited after the first lick for me to let out a yell, and when I didn’t he tried another spot. When that didn’t work, he gave me one across the legs. He then took Red and me into his office and gave us another lecture and made us shake hands. 

I gained a new respect for Red because he hadn’t whimpered—I think the feeling was mutual. We began to work together instead of competing against each other. That night I had welts across my shoulders and across my legs, but my pants had saved me in the middle. I never let my folks know anything about this for fear I would get another licking from them.

We started watercolor painting in the fifth grade. Mom had a picture framed with three sketches I made at that time, one of a robin, one of a cow and its calf, and another one of a blue jay. The drawings were as accurate as I could have done even as an adult, but I will say that the painting was a little bit drippy. The picture hung around until after Mom died and then it disappeared. It was signed “Charles Keck, Fifth Grade.” 
Pop used to play poker with Jim and Will Lyons in the back of the Pontiac State Bank with Bradford from the drugstore and a few others I don’t remember. The Lyons brothers controlled the bank, one of them being President and the other the Chairman. One night, when I was supposed to be asleep, I accidentally heard Mom and Pop in their room talking about Pop running for Mayor of Pontiac. I learned years later that the Lyons didn’t like the politics in Pontiac and were thinking of putting Pop up to run for Mayor to change the local administration. I asked Margie about it at the time, but she didn’t know as much as I did. It was never to be. A few months previously, negotiations had started with Mr. Akers and Mr. Wilson for my Uncle John and my dad to buy out six of the furniture stores including the two they had been operating, Bloomington and Pontiac.

Max Sparks was brought up from Mattoon to run the Pontiac store. While I was in the fifth grade and ten years old, we moved to Bloomington.

Two devastating fires struck Pontiac while I lived there. One was the Pontiac Shoe Factory and the other was the east wing of the reformatory, the same wing in which we had performed our cake-walk. The local and reformatory fire departments were entirely inadequate to handle fires of that size, and it was impractical for firefighters to come from any distance in those days because their vehicles were horse-drawn. Both buildings were a total loss. 

Bloomington

It was April, 1906 and I was ten years old. This became the fourth city I had lived in during my short life. When we came to Bloomington, we found a nice home at 307 West Monroe Street, in a very pleasant neighborhood. A brand new double house, (or duplex) it contained a first and second floor, full basement and an attic. A man by the name of Martin had built it, and lived in one side while we occupied the other. An empty lot next door became the center of activities for all the kids I would drag in from all over everywhere as the years went by.

The Keck Brothers store stood on North Main Street, much larger than the Pontiac place. Ninety feet wide and one-hundred feet deep, it contained four floors with a full basement, and very, very large floor space. The top story served as a warehouse with a workroom in the rear. The other floors were devoted to display. A model cottage occupied the second floor with rooms properly displaying dummy windows with curtains and rugs on the floor. It looked very homelike, and was changed periodically, but was actually in the wrong place. It should have been on the first floor because it was unique for those days to have model showrooms in a store. The business prospered, even though competition was strong. Across the street were two big stores and downtown was another, Ensenberger’s, which was very old. Our store grew in volume, and J.A. Keck (Uncle John) and F.D. (my dad) became a fine pair. Dad was great on internal organization and management and John traveled, running from store to store overseeing the other locations. That suited Pop just fine, because he didn’t like running around from one place to another. He preferred to concentrate his efforts on merchandising in one place. The Bloomington store was also the most important one at the time, doing a tremendous volume for the early 1900’s for a population of that size.

I was put into the fifth grade of West Side School on West Market Street, bringing my grades from Pontiac with me.  It was, by that time, the latter part of April. I didn’t like it from the start. The kids were all older than I and came from Stevensonville, a compact area of families of Swedish descent from the west side of the tracks in Bloomington. Most of the children’s families were coal miners, and I don’t remember too many blacks. That was the first time I had ever seen any really black people. There had been two Barnes boys in Pontiac, the sons of a black minister, but they were very pale, almost white. I had never encountered really, a black Negro too closely before in my life.

After two days of my protesting against going to this school, the principal, in consultation with my mother, suggested that I drop school for the rest of that term. I would be acceptable in the sixth grade the following year, based upon the work I brought with me from Pontiac; the report cards and grades. This was the first time I ever put up a resistance to my parents. I did not want to go to that school. 

Finally, I was enrolled in St. Joseph’s Academy, which operated in connection with Holy Trinity Church on North Main Street. I attended some classes in the adjoining parochial school as well. During this time I began to acquire some knowledge of music, which would completely change my life. 

The teachers were Dominican Sisters, three of whom I remember with love, fondness, and delight. Sister Margaret Mary was a tiny person, full of dynamite, a music teacher who also directed the church choir and taught piano and singing. Sister Mary Magdelene, (a cousin of the Cominsky brothers, owners of the Chicago White Sox) was a devoted baseball “nut” and loved to get out on the playground with the boys. Pushing her cowl back and locking it behind her shoulders, she could throw a ball like a pitcher. She had the ease and grace of throwing a ball that any boy would have, and she could throw it hard and accurately. She also could teach dancing, which was a surprise for a Sister, of course.

I began a “love affair” with Sister Delores, the sixth grade teacher, within weeks after I started to school. I don’t know what the attachment was, but I was very fond of her. I would do anything she wanted done after school, such as run her errands, and she used to slip me fifty cents every once in a while to go downtown to buy myself some candy. She was from a wealthy family, but because of her vows, she couldn’t spend the money on herself, so she always would slip little sums to her favorites. I think possibly it reflected the “mother” instinct in her.

Well, I hadn’t been in school very long before Sister Margaret Mary noticed my singing in music classes. She immediately began to give me singing lessons at the Academy, gratis, and in the first year I sang solos at the Midnight and Christmas morning masses and at the big Easter services. It was quite a thrill for a ten year old kid to get up in front of an eighteen piece professional orchestra, a grand big organ and about thirty-five or forty choristers to sing the lead songs and solos for the whole service. I possessed a good soprano voice and could sing D above high C, holding it with clarity and with good tone quality. Of course, Sister Margaret Mary was delighted with the fact that she found someone who could handle some very difficult songs. I was perfectly willing to go along with it. I enjoyed myself very much.

I began to take violin lessons at the Academy. The only lay-teacher on the staff was Miss Matz, a young Polish woman who (even if I was only ten) I could see had all the curves in the right places, and she possessed brown soft shining eyes and lovely teeth. She always smelled so nice. She could play the fiddle like a gypsy! The tone she coaxed out of it would just send thrills and chills up and down your spine. I felt lucky to get a teacher of that inspirational quality to start with, and I made very rapid progress. Before I knew it, I was playing in recitals along with some of her pupils who had been studying for two or three years.

The school stressed composition, mathematics, and reading, including plenty of outside reading. We spent hours on our handwriting. In the sixth grade, we studied what was called Orthography, or the meaning of the roots of words. Most of the roots we use in our English language come from Latin. To know what these Latin roots meant gave you a very clear understanding of the meaning of words and also of their spelling. We held a spelling bee every Friday. Quite a rivalry developed between about two dozen of the kids, making it great fun to get into the spelling matches.

The rest of the kids in the school were Irish. Most of them came from an area called the “Forty Acres”, children of railroaders from up in the north-west part of Bloomington. Such names as Callahan, Carberry, Cleary, Murphy, O’Brien, Fallon, Donovan and O’Sullivan were scattered up and down through various grades of the school. Very few Protestants, probably not over half a dozen, attended the parochial school, which was run strictly as a Catholic organization. The first fifteen minutes of the morning, reserved for our prayers consisting of “Hail Marys” and “Our Fathers” were followed by fifteen or twenty minutes of the catechism. The catechism is a question and answer booklet teaching the tenets of the Catholic faith. I was not required to recite, but because I listened to it, by the time the first semester ended, I knew the catechism as well as any of the kids in school.

The Parish retained two Priests, a Monsignor Fitzgerald and a Father Monaghan. Father Monaghan was young, tall, and Irish, with soft blue eyes.  He made friends with the boys on the ball field. Father Fitzgerald must have been near his sixties at the time, I would guess, was rather pudgy, and everyone was a little afraid of him.

Now, located in the back of the main part of  a Catholic Church are some cabinets made with three compartments. The Priest sits in the center one,  separated by a shuttered screen from the kneeling occupants on each side. He opens up the shutters on one side or the other while parishioners wait in turn to tell him of the sins they have committed. This confidential session is undertaken in order to purify the soul so as to be worthy to receive Holy Communion. This is called the Sacrament of Confession and is also the basis for the Sacrament of Penance or forgiveness.

The children going to Mass and Communion on Sunday morning would, early Saturday evening, all sit in the back of the church, waiting in turn to confess their sins to the Priest in the confessional. Occasionally, when some unfortunate would tell Father Fitzgerald something that he had done, the Priest would speak loudly enough that you could hear him halfway down the church, “Did you do that?”

Of course, everyone would turn around and watch to see who came out of the confessional next. That unfortunate, red-faced child would have to run the gauntlet with everyone looking at him and kneel down to say his penance, knowing that everyone was wondering what horrible thing he or she had told the Monsignor.

The Mother Superior of the Academy was a lovely Sister named Mother Baptist. She taught painting both in oil and on china.  Not long after I began to take violin lessons, my Mother developed an interest in china painting and studied at the Academy for two or three years, becoming quite proficient. I think all of the families in our tribe have samples of her work. In passing, I might add that my Edith’s Aunt Matt was very accomplished as a china painter, even having her own kiln for firing her china after she had painted it.

The same situation arose in Bloomington as existed in Pontiac, in that none of the boys and girls in my neighborhood went to the same school that I did. As a result I never did get very well acquainted with any of the nearby youngsters, some of whom were Lawrence and Donald Jones, Leslie and Harold Stone, and a boy named Heath that I positively detested. 

Tall, lanky Louie Burke lived a block south of me. John Ealy came a good six blocks from way over on West Front Street to play with us in that lot beside our house. I rounded up some more boys from the parochial school; Jack Carberry, Neal Callahan, Bill Murphy and a bunch of others and organized a baseball team with the empty lot as the ball diamond. 

After we broke a half dozen windows out of the houses around there, we decided to move into the street. Just south of us, opposite Aunty McKee’s house, you could knock a ball a mile and never hit anything. You must remember there still were no automobiles in those days and we could play by the hour with nothing coming along to interfere. Jack Carberry was not exactly unprofane and once in a while would let out a cuss word, which of course horrified Aunty McKee. The “Forty Acres Gang” had broken out of their own boundaries and invaded a whole new world. We sure woke up our neighborhood.

Along about the seventh grade, I discovered the YMCA downtown. The dues for a boy were only ten dollars a year and I persuaded Dad to let me join. It was there I began to meet boys from the east side of town with whom I really loved to associate and discovered a bunch who called themselves the Mudlarks. They put together a real football team, played baseball, and had a field and track schedule. Well, we worked very hard and before we knew it, we had the Forty Acres Gang from way out on the west side of town playing the Mudlarks from the east side of town in a baseball game.  I played catcher for the Forty Acres Gang. I could never get the Irishers, though, interested in football or track. As graduation came in the eighth grade and I left the Academy, I gradually drifted away from them and became one of the Mudlarks. I ran the 100 yard dash, on a relay team, and the quarter-mile.

The homes in the area where we lived were all very nice because it was one of the older parts of town, close to the business district, and had been settled first. For instance, just west of us across the street (we lived on a corner) Theodore Braley and his wife lived in a big brick mansion with an adjoining brick stable and barn for carriage horses. A veranda ran around the front and side of the house, while a porte-cochere for the vehicles to drive under to unload protected the side and back. A very handsome house, it  equalled or excelled the old J.C. Willis home (which was torn down) on the west side of Champaign. Braley was the owner and editor of the Bloomington Bulletin, an afternoon newspaper. 

I mentioned the McKees who lived opposite us. Next to them resided Dr. Fulweiler, a medic, who had lived there a long time in his lovely brick home set way back off the street. Farther down from the McKees were the Palmers who owned the milk company, and opposite them were the Burks. Mrs. Burk and my mother became very fast friends, being nearly the same age and having the same tastes. Across from the Burks lived the Feldmans, a Jewish family. Sig Feldman, his wife, and son Abe owned a very popular men’s haberdashery and clothing store on Main Street just south of the Square.

Just east of us was West Street with a steep hill running from Monroe Street down past Market Street and on north. It was very easy when snow was right to coast your sled down that hill for almost three blocks. At the bottom was an Interurban track on Market Street. Of course, it was always up to the people on their sleds and bobs going up and down the hill to keep an eye out for the Interurban cars coming in from Peoria. 

Those were the days when boys used wooden sleds with round steel runners. The sled sat not over four and one-half inches high with handles in the wooden sides of the runners; a great sled to belly-flop on. Bill Murphy (who I have mentioned before) and I were almost the same size and had two sleds exactly alike. We liked to lash them together. I would be the lead sled and Bill would push off. We held the record on that hill for youngsters on a sled because we went clear to Mulberry Street, a full three blocks from the top of the hill.

One day we went down using the sidewalk, but the corner was blind. When we got to the bottom, an Interurban was coming up on us. The front wheels passed and we went between the front and the back wheels of that Interurban car and came out on the other side! If it had been going very fast, we would have been killed, but it was creeping along. I don’t think it was going over seven or eight miles per hour, but it scared the devil out of us. There must have been forty or fifty kids who saw it.

That same night, a great big long eighteen-footer bobsled with a front and rear sled hit a pole as it swerved to dodge a spill. One person was killed and three or four others injured. Thereafter the city finally consented to put a cop with a railroad lantern at the base of the hill to watch out for cars.

Sometimes the city wheeled out the sprinkler wagon to sprinkle the hill and would block off all traffic on the street, turning the hill and the street over to the kids completely. Now, you must remember that those were still the days when there were not too many automobiles. To close a street today for the purpose of letting kids slide would be unthinkable.

Mom, who had never liked Pontiac very well, was in her glory in Bloomington. My folks made friends very rapidly and were soon members of the Illinois Club, a popular social organization. They had several groups that played cards together once or twice a month, and sponsored dances and dinners. In less than a couple of years’ time, Mom belonged to a couple of “afternoon” clubs made up of some of the so-called “best people in town.” Senator and Mrs. Frank Funk and the Burks were, among others, prominent members who were well established and substantial people.

John’s wife, Aunt Kate, (who was her own worst enemy), became very jealous of Mom’s popularity. She tried to demean Mother; tried by innuendo to disparage her reputation—Mom’s character as a girl. Uncle John, who belonged to the Bloomington Club, one of the established social institutions in town, never took Kate to anything there. For all intents and purposes, to John the club was for men only, although they had much the same program of social occasions, parties, and dances that the Illinois Club had. Of course, Kate’s slander got back to Mom, and before long, war was declared between the two women. The poison was thus created which finally separated J.A. and F.D., breaking up one of the most successful, promising business organizations of the early 1900’s. Uncle John, who tried to laugh it off at first, finally had to virtually throttle his wife to stop her wagging tongue. There was not one iota of truth in anything she said. Her jealousy was almost insane, and she poisoned Ruth, their only child, against Margie and me.

Pop believed that to bring a boy up right, any money he received had to first be earned. I would go to the store and he would take me up on the second or third floor with a rag and a bottle of polish. He set me to work polishing every chair and rocker or any finished piece made of wood and then depart, leaving me up there. Sometimes no one would show up on that floor for an hour at a time. It was lonesome up there and I was completely bored with the job. Perhaps he would come up in a couple of hours and go along and check all the rungs on the chairs and the rockers on the rocking chairs, to see any dust or any polish that hadn’t been shined and wiped clean. For cleaning every piece of furniture on that floor, I would get 50¢!

The store made up handbills to pass out, printing thousands of them. I would get some of my friends and we would go down and fold the bills, then start out on the street car and go to Normal. We trudged up one street and down the other, passing out these bills, working the whole god-blessed day. It would take us two days to cover Normal and almost a week to cover Bloomington. The delivery wagon carried the bills to a location we were scheduled to complete that day. We filled our bags; when they were empty, we would go back and fill up again. We were paid 25¢ an hour for that job, and by golly, we earned it! Once I wore out a brand new pair of shoes delivering handbills all over the two towns. They were ready for half soling by the time I was through. I have no idea how many miles we walked. It must have been plenty! At noon, we would stop at a grocery store and get a bottle of milk and some cookies or some doughnuts and that was our lunch. We paid for that out of our 25¢ an hour, but in those days you could buy a bottle of milk for 7¢ and a half-dozen doughnuts for 20¢.

At home, I didn’t get paid for doing chores like taking the ashes out of the basement from the furnace, mowing the grass, carrying out the garbage, or drying the dishes. Mom would give me a nickel or a dime and even sometimes a quarter, but if I wanted a baseball glove, a bat or a football, I had to save up the money to buy it. 

There were always times when you swapped for something another boy had that you wanted, like a good taw to shoot with when playing marbles, or a pocket knife. Marbles were actually a medium of exchange between kids in those days. One became expert at driving bargains. My mother and sister were always mystified at the junk I accumulated through the process of barter or trade. I guess some of it was rather crude and queer, but then you could always trade it to another boy for something else you wanted. I got along pretty well.

A favorite game was top spinning. I haven’t seen a boy with a top in years, but when I was a youngster, between the ages of eight and twelve, top spinning was one of the fascinating sports of Spring. A good top is like a good gyroscope, as it has great stability. It is very difficult, unless you just completely demolish it, to displace it out of its axis of spinning. 

There were two stunts the boys used. One was to see how long you could keep the top spinning; actually a good, well-balanced top (which weighed 2 to 21⁄2 ounces) would sometimes spin for more than two minutes before falling over. First you wrapped a heavy piece of cord (with a button on the end),  starting at the spinner, as far up the top as it would go. If perfectly balanced, when you pulled the cord, the top would sit and spin in one spot. If it wasn’t, it would spin in small circles, soon losing balance and momentum and falling over. 

Another stunt was spiking the other boy’s top with your own by throwing yours, ready to spin, down so that the point struck his top. If it hit his just right, it would split his top wide open. It took hours of practice to be able to set one top down on another with enough force to split it apart. The spinning top suggested the invention of the gyroscope which is so important in aviation today.

I realize that I am jumping around in these reminiscences and that they are probably not in the proper sequence as to when they happened, but it is hard after so many years to remember just exactly the order in which everything occurred.

I remember a little Irish mail wagon I brought from Pontiac. It was a four-wheeled gig I sat on and steered with my feet. I propelled it by pulling a lever back and forth like a handcar. It was the first thing I ever owned that I could ride.

Somewhere along the line, when I was about eleven or twelve, I wanted a bicycle. Well, I knew I didn’t dare ask for it because they were very expensive. I walked by a small bicycle repair shop every day on the way to school. Mr. Samuels, the owner, one day had an English-made second-hand beauty out in front for sale. The tall frame ran on thirty inch wheels. Those were big wheels for a bicycle. I could get on it and just barely reach the pedals when they were down. One day I asked Mr. Samuels how much he wanted for it; he was asking $15.00. 

“That’s awfully expensive,” I said. “I don’t think I can afford that.”

I think I had two quarters and some pennies in my pocket at the time. After a little more discussion, I got him down to $10.00.

“Mr. Samuels,” I asked, “if I give you a dollar, will you keep this bicycle? I will pay for it as fast as I can.”

He looked at me and finally smiled, rubbed his chin, and replied, “I think that’s a good deal.”

I took out my 53¢ and gave it to him and said, “Here’s part of it and I’ll get the rest of the dollar here as soon as I can.”

It took me six months to pay that $10.00, but I had a bicycle. There were not many other kids who had them. It was so tall, I had to slide back and forth across the seat in order to keep the pedals going and there was no coaster on it. I think I wore the crotch out of every pair of pants I owned, but, boy, did I broaden my horizons with that bicycle. Parts of Bloomington were full of hills and it really was something to get my bicycle up those slopes.

From these experiences, I learned a lesson concerning things you wanted but couldn’t afford. If I just waited two or three days, the item’s importance would often vanish and I didn’t care whether I had it or not. If the desire was still there, I could always figure out a way to obtain it. After acquiring something the hard way, you’ll take care of it, it will last longer, and you will treasure it more.

Sister Margaret Mary didn’t realize what happened to boys along about the age of twelve or thirteen and thus kept me singing when I should have stopped for at least two years. My sister kept telling Mom that I was ruining my voice, but then, she was just my sister; what did she know about it? As a result, I did something to my vocal cords and I have never been able to sing a decent tone since.

A habit I had formed in Pontiac of using the public library and reading carried through in Bloomington, and the Withers Library almost became a second home. I read a great number of books on wildlife. I remember one time after reading about Catlin [George Catiln, 1796-1872, American student and painter of the American Indian. He lived among the Indian tribes which resulted in five hundred portrait studies and four hundred sketches of Indians now found in the National Museum in Washington and American Museum in New York City.] and Theodore Roosevelt describing life among the Indians, I built a teepee out of old awnings that the store had replaced. Using bamboo tent poles from twelve-foot wide rolls of carpet, I cut out, sewed together, and painted a wig-wam ten feet in diameter and the full length of the poles, complete with smoke flaps. Building a small fire in the center of the tent, I could roast potatoes in the ashes and broil weenies or perhaps a little piece of steak I purloined from the kitchen. The meat wasn’t bad, but the potatoes always had ashes in them. Of course the centers were never quite cooked, primarily because we were always too impatient to wait until they were done.

I don’t know how many bows and arrows I made, each one a little bit bigger and a little stronger than the last. A five foot bow precisely shaved and shaped with my draw knife and carefully sanded until both ends bent equally could shoot an arrow four hundred feet. The outside of the teepee was decorated with Indian emblems like the sun, a buffalo, a deer, a warrior with a tomahawk, and a crescent moon. Even some of the men and women in the neighborhood came over to inspect my tent. I had an awful lot of fun with it that summer.

My mother and Sadie McFarland used to roller skate in Pontiac in the old armory.  Mom had a beautiful pair of ball-bearing aluminum roller skates that were very light weight with rubber cushions between the plates fitting on the shoe and the axles. Children’s roller skating in those days, however, was on a restricted basis. In Bloomington, for instance, practically all of the streets and sidewalks were brick. There wasn’t anyplace to skate. Asphalt and concrete pavements came along later,  forced into being by the use of the automobile which demanded a smoother surface than had the horse and buggy.

The Chatterton Opera House, (named after Ruth Chatterton, a Bloomington woman who became a famous Broadway actress) stood right behind our furniture store. A narrow alley separated the two buildings, but the stage door where they unloaded scenery opened directly opposite our door for loading furniture. The Chatterton was a full-sized theater seating twelve hundred people with a deep stage and a very high fly-loft. 

Two acrobatic groups originated in Bloomington, The Flying Wards and the Flying Fishers, both of whom were at one time or another with Ringling Brothers or Barnum & Bailey. In the off season, they would set their apparatus up on the Chatterton stage to do all their practicing, which consisted of casting from trapezes swinging back and forth. They were some of the original acrobats in the world ever to accomplish stunts from one trapeze to another. The Fishers, particularly, were world-famous. Naturally, with mild weather, the back stage door would be open and I, being down at the store, would cross the alley and watch these men practice their stunts. A person on the floor below held ropes connected through pulleys to a chain and leather harness worn by the flyer to protect him while trying a new somersault or a double trick.

One time they were trying to develop a triple somersault from one trapeze to the other with a partner catching the flyer at the end of the last somersault. It must have been a month before they finally completed it the first time. It took a lot of skill to handle those ropes and pulleys of this belt apparatus which held the man when his partner didn’t make the catch. By the time the circus season started at Madison Square Garden in New York, though, they had their acts perfected.

In those days of no movies, radio, or T.V., there were many more traveling shows than there are today. From about November clear through to the first of May, there must have been twenty-five or thirty original companies out of New York with the latest plays at the Chatterton. Most of the great dramatic and popular musical comedy actors and singers came at one time or another. My parents were inveterate theater goers. Lots of times when Pop had extra complimentary tickets, Margie and I would get to go. Sometimes when I got home after seeing a show, I would try to imitate the lead and some of his scenes, watching my gestures and face in the mirror to see how well I was doing. I was always terrific! When I was acting, the character became very real to me. I sometimes think those kid antics helped me out in dramatics from high school through college and later on in the service.

One night I was home alone when I heard the fire whistle. A very loud whistle (audible over most of town) blew so long that I finally went to the telephone and asked the operator where the fire was. It was the Chatterton Theater. Knowing the store was very close to it, I hurried downtown. The store stood open. Dad stood there, watching, as the fire blazed in the alley. The roof of the flyloft was burning dangerously, sagging with the weight of backdrops and sandbags and electrical equipment like spotlights and heavy cables, while the flames and the intense heat carried pieces of the debris high into the air. Flames shot across the alley from the doors of the fire escapes high on the building. Gradually the wooden frames of windows on the back of the store began to smoke and smolder and finally broke into flames.

Four firemen, dragging a big four inch diameter hose, came through the front door, down the main aisle of the store and out through the back door in order to get some water into the alley and to position themselves to direct it through that stage entrance door into the burning theater. Soon another lead came in the same way and was played on the same spot. Ladders and hoses went up in front of the store and they fought the fire from off our roof. The Fire Chief came in momentarily and said, “Frank, if that wall goes, your store is going to go, too.” 

They poured tons of water on the whole side of that theater, trying to keep the bricks cool enough so that the wall wouldn’t collapse. The alley was a river. No such vantage point existed on the East wall facing Center Street. In those days, they didn’t have the snorkel trucks that they have today; the fire engines were coal-fired, puffing and huffing steam from the short stack and pumping furiously to increase the water pressure. Every piece of equipment in Normal and Bloomington was on the job. The store began to fill with the odor of wood burning. Firemen with extinguishers were stationed on every floor to watch for glass shattering and keep the fire from breaking through. The water in the aisle began to spread slowly across the rest of the floor.

I felt helpless. I wanted to do something, so I asked Dad, “What can I do?” He turned around to me and said, “Go home and pray.” So I ran home, sobbing and crying, and when I got into the vestibule, I knelt down and prayed, “Please, God, save the store.” I could still remember what that store in Mattoon looked like, and wondered if my Dad must go through all that disappointment and frustration again. From my bedroom window upstairs, I could still see the glow in the sky. I cried and prayed and cried and prayed ’til I fell over on the bed fully clothed and went sound asleep from sheer exhaustion.

The East wall of the theater collapsed, but the wall in the alley still stood. A job well done—we were saved! All the windows had to be replaced in the back and we suffered very heavy smoke and water damage, especially in the basement. 

The theater had burned on a Saturday night but our store opened for business the following Monday.

Fire and water. What horrible things they can do to humanity! Over the years, both of these elements have cost us dearly. We have lost thousands of dollars from both of them. 

I have seen my Dad blow his stack over the most trivial little things, yet when the chips were down, he was at his best. His poise was magnificent when something really serious confronted him.

I have never mentioned anything about my health while I was a kid. Along about the age of eleven or twelve, I used to have the most horrible aches in the marrow of my bones. The folks would just kind of laugh it off and say they were “growing pains.” Suffering from one of the most agonizing and persisting aches anyone ever experienced, I couldn’t find any position that would relieve it. The pain always seemed to come on about eight or nine o’clock at night and persist until I finally would cry myself to sleep. Today it is called Rheumatic Fever. It is one of the bases for bone and tendon type arthritis, which I theorize are caused by a virus. The body creates antibodies to fight it, but, of course, having no bacteria to fight (a virus is not a bacteria) the antibodies begin to attack the soft parts of bones, cartilage and tendons. In other words, nature’s own defensive weapons turn into weapons of destruction.

About the time that the Chatterton burned down, I began to have “night sweats.” Nobody paid any attention to them, not even I, but many years later, through x-rays, I discovered that I had TB—the scars are still there. Actually, I have had all the kid’s diseases; mumps, scarlet fever, measles, diphtheria (or close to it several times). In all my childhood, I never remember seeing a doctor for anything. The first time I was ever in a doctor’s office was when I had the glider accident [that story is yet to come]. 

That was also the first time I had ever been in a dentist’s office. I can’t remember a time when I didn’t have a toothbrush. We didn’t always have toothpaste, but there was always a little jar of salt for that purpose. Cleaning my teeth was a ritual almost like saying my prayers every night. I still have twenty-five of my own teeth in my mouth, [at age eighty-something], although the two in front are artificial. My dad, at age sixty-three, didn’t have a cavity in his mouth and he still possessed every tooth the Lord had ever given him.

A boy couldn’t make over about $3.50 or $4.00 a month off of a paper route in those days, but by buying my own papers and selling them on the street downtown around the square, I found that I could make 2¢ a paper. It was no trick at all to sell fifty papers in a couple of hours. They sold for a nickel and lots of times a person would give me a dime and tell me to keep the change, so in addition to the price of the paper, I made a nice little sum over the week in tips.

In August one year, the Springfield riots broke out. They were the first racist incidents that had happened to my knowledge; the riots were very bloody and lasted over a long period of time. I found that I could sell a hundred papers or so, easily. I had a cart with shafts on it and two wooden wheels, a very pretty wagon, which would hold a hundred copies of The Bulletin. As soon as school was out, I would get my cart, buy my papers, haul them downtown, and pick out a favorite corner. Those riots were sensational and people were avidly following them because we were so close to Springfield. I cleared almost $12.00 in one week during those riots.

I can remember some of the headlines I used to yell out when selling my papers: “POLICEMAN SHOT IN RIOTS IN SPRINGFIELD! Read all about it today! Read all about it! NATIONAL GUARD CALLED IN BY THE GOVERNOR! Get your paper here!”

I never was stuck with any papers except one afternoon when a terrible rainstorm came up about 4:30 and I had about twenty papers left, but my tips were good that day, so I was still money ahead.

One of my best customers was Dr. Lockhart, the dentist, who kept his office up over Kleineau’s Confectionery store. He would walk down of an afternoon when leaving his office and always buy his paper from me. One day he asked me if I would like to have a puppy. I knew he had dogs because I had seen him with his carriage and horses with a coach dog running along underneath. He also rode horseback and cut quite a figure with his jodhpurs, boots, well-fitting coat and his hat with a feather in it, sitting astride a beautiful white-nosed mare with an almost-blonde mane. He raised Dalmatians. His best bitch had littered and he gave me a pup because its eyes were not perfect. One eye was brown but the other was part brown and part blue. His coat was beautifully marked; his spots didn’t run together anywhere. He was a nice looking puppy.

I didn’t ask my folks if I could keep a dog or not; I just brought him home. I named him “Mutt.” Although just weaned, he never cried at night. I had yet to hear him make a sound and noticed he didn’t seem to pay much attention to my talking to him. 

My dad, sitting and watching the two of us on the floor one evening said, “Charles, I think that dog is deaf.” 

I went back to Dr. Lockhart and asked him, “Did you know that dog was deaf?”

He told me, “No. Charles, I didn’t. It’s not uncommon, though, among Dalmatians, occasionally for a dog to be deaf. The only reason I gave him to you, though, was because of his eyes.”

Without much help from anyone, I managed to work out a system whereby I attracted his attention by hitting my heel on the floor, which he could feel. By motion of my hands, I could catch his eye and I soon taught him by hand motions most of the things a dog is supposed to do in the way of obedience. I don’t think it was over two weeks before I had him housebroken. I did it in kind of a rough way; whenever he did anything, I put his nose in it. He got the message. I would then go open the door and point, standing there until he went through. By and by when he had to go, he went and stood by the door until someone noticed and let him out.

I thought the dog was mute for a long time until one day he was laying on the floor asleep, when all of a sudden he let out a growl. The sensation woke him up and he looked around with alarm, you might say. He never did learn to bark, but he did make funny little noises. So, with his low-keyed whimper and growl and my hand signals, we got along swell. By the time he was a year old, “Mutt” was a beautiful animal. He had a lot of dog sense; he never wandered much out of his own yard or jumped up on anyone. He showed his pleasure with a wagging tail that always switched back and forth like a metronome. He learned to fetch a stick and could catch a tennis ball while it was in the air. His eyesight was only good for about 150 feet, as I noticed when he got too far away from me, he couldn’t see my hand signals. This rarely happened, though, and he would always get in the house when he was wanted.

In the summer, he slept in the doghouse I built for him and in the winter he slept downstairs in the furnace room. He loved to lie down in front of me of an evening when I had my shoes off and I would put my feet on him and rub his ribs with my toes. Oh, how he loved it! He was a pretty good footstool. 

In those days, it was practically impossible to keep a dog from getting fleas out in the grass. There was no such thing as a flea collar or spray. Using a creasote-like smelling dog soap, we stood him in the bathtub and gave him a good sudsing, washing him down and toweling him as dry as possible before we let him out; when he shook he sprayed water all over everything. When he was clean, he was a beautiful dog; white with evenly distributed black spots and he stood so beautifully. Mutt had good blood in him.

One lazy Saturday afternoon, I was out sprinkling the yard near the back porch when I heard this horrible yelping upstairs. It was the first time I ever heard him make anything louder than a whimper—he was yelling bloody murder! I could hear him go through the hall upstairs; the front screen door opened with a bang and here he came running around the house yelling like murder. I looked up and there was Margie with her nose to the screen. I called, “What did you do to him?“ She answered, “Well, I put some gasoline on him to get rid of the fleas.”

The first time he came around, I thought he was mad, so I squirted water on him. As he came around the second time, I hit him again with the hose and the third time I sprinkled him too. He took off across the street and started running around Aunty McKee’s house. It must have been a good half hour before he let up on his whimpering and yelling. For a couple of weeks after that, Mutt wouldn’t let Margie get within a mile of him. He wanted no part of Margie. A dog’s skin is just as tender as any human being’s.

Some Dalmatians are mean-tempered, but Mutt never was anything but a “gentleman.” Sometimes when he had done something mischievous, he would sit down on his haunches and look up at you and grin. He knew exactly what he could get away with and what he couldn’t. Except for a slap once in a while across the behind with a rolled-up newspaper, Mutt was never whipped.

Except for Judy, that little female I played with in Mattoon, Mutt was the only dog I ever owned. It occurs to me that Frank (that’s my son Frank) got the dog he loved so well (little Bud) while he was peddling newspapers, pretty much the same way that I got my Mutt.

One summer afternoon, when Mom was in Pontiac visiting Sadie McFarland, Mrs. Braley, who had put on a big reception that day, sent her footman over to our house with a tub of frozen ice cream they hadn’t used at the party. We opened it to find a three gallon can practically two-thirds full. It was Kleineau’s most beautiful tutti-fruitti ice cream. Margie and I both ladled it up, heaping, into a couple of bowls and ate and ate ’til we couldn’t look ourselves in the face. There was still tons of it left, so we put it in a great big wash pan and let Mutt have it. Mutt licked and licked and licked and licked and finally he had his belly full and wouldn’t go near it again…and we still had ice cream left. So we put it back in the can and put it in the old hand-cranked freezer and wondered what we would do with it. As the ice was getting low in the freezer, the ice cream was beginning to get awfully soft so we knew that in no time it wouldn’t be fit to eat. What to do with it? 

We didn’t know, and finally Margie suggested, “Let’s give it to the Martins,” (who lived next door).

I said, “After Mutt licked on it?”

“They don’t know that... besides, he’s nice and clean!”

So, not telling the Martins anything about where the ice cream originated, we took it over and set it down on their back porch and knocked on the door and said, “We’ve got some ice cream left. It’s getting soft and we thought maybe you’d like to have it.” Well, they were delighted. By golly, they dished it up with dinner that evening. I had to be careful in taking the tub back over to the Braley’s that the Martins didn’t see me. I waited ’til about nine o’clock that night, after it was good and dark, to take it back.  We never did tell Mom and Pop or they would have killed us.

High School

It was now 1909 and I was ready for high school. I was thirteen years old, still singing solos at High Mass at church, and studying violin with Mrs. O’Rourke. Singing was beginning to get to be old hat, and it was hard for me to hit those high notes any more. Sister Margaret Mary finally, regretfully, decided that I was washed up as a boy singer.

That summer, before I entered high school, my activities centered around the YMCA where I began to widen my acquaintance with some of the boys who would start high school with me. I began to associate more with Mudlark boys; Al and Otto Beich, Bob Hurst, Ned Whitesell, Bill Twitchell, Red Thompson, Woody and Ray Garrigus, and Dean Alby. I also became acquainted with a bunch of boys from the extreme east end of Bloomington, like Don Russell and his brother, Dink, Marcus Deaver, Hess Coolidge, Johnny and Ozzie Brokaw, Russell Young, Walter Rust, Roger Getty, DeLoss Metcalf, Walter Brokaw Price and Joe West.

Marcus Deaver was one of the most gifted boys I ever knew. He could sit and play classics on the piano by the hour without ever having had a lesson in his life. Most people learning to play the piano by ear could play ragtime or waltzes or popular type music, but Marcus knew the profound classics, such as Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata,  and Tchaikovsky’s Concerto in B Minor for Piano. Marc performed Viennese waltzes just divinely. Trained musicians hearing him marveled at the fact that his chords were always so accurate. He could also run a hundred yard dash in ten seconds flat. In later years, he ran the AAU in Chicago in a lot of track meets.

Marc wasn’t a happy boy. His father, who owned and ran a dry goods store on Main Street, always seemed to treat Marc as if he didn’t want him, favoring his older brother. Because I admired his music so much, I became much better acquainted with him than most people did. Almost all of his initiative had been lost due to his home life. When he got down in the dumps, he would sit down at the piano, playing for hours without stopping. He could improvise and interpolate, going from Liszt to Mozart so smoothly that one was never aware he had changed composers. He could play music that I couldn’t touch on the violin, but then I would rather listen to him than to listen to myself. And the kid couldn’t read a single note of music.

All these boys whom I met, plus some others, would touch my life during high school and play a more or less important role in the doings I attempted during those years.

The four groups in the YMCA consisted of Boys, Intermediates, Juniors, and Seniors. The Intermediates, to which I now belonged, had the gym and the swimming pool to themselves from 9:00 to 11:00 on Saturday morning. Gym consisted of indoor baseball, volleyball, tumbling on the mats, rudimentary side horse and parallel bar stunts, and running on a banked track in the balcony. The last hour was in the pool, everybody swimming nude. Not even a bathing cap was permitted. We had a fine young director, Lloyd Eyer. The kids all liked him and he maintained good discipline. We also learned a wand drill, which I later found out was for the annual exhibition when the YMCA showed off the different groups and classes, in conjunction with the Boy Scouts. The Boy Scouts were brand new and there weren’t too many of them. Cub Scouts had not yet been developed so the minimum age was twelve. Actually, the headquarters for the Scouts were in the YMCA. Sometimes it was puzzling to determine whether a particular endeavor was a YMCA effort or  if it belonged to the Scouts, especially since most of the kids were members of both.

None of my old gang was permitted to join the YMCA because Monsignor Fitzgerald considered it a Protestant endeavor. However, the pressure forced the Church to institute a boy’s program for indoor sports which they put into the basement of the church, with indifferent success.

The gym at the Y had two balconies. The first, as I told you, held a banked, rubber-floored running track and the second, a gallery for spectators. Off both balconies were special rooms for rowing, boxing, and weight lifting. I don’t remember what the other rooms were for. Wrestling was part of the gym program, but boxing was always done in this particular room, containing two punching bags and a very heavy sand bag which was supposed to develop forearm strength. I loved the sport; Woody Garrigus and I used to get up there in the boxing room and box ’til our arms were so tired we couldn’t lift the gloves any longer. I think it’s not a bad idea for every boy to have some knowledge of how to defend himself.

It was during this decade (1900 to 1910) that the automobile industry finally got underway and the Wright Brothers flew at Kitty Hawk. Marconi, in Italy, discovered wireless telegraphy, the forerunner of radio and television. The growth of the automobile industry was amazing. Original auto companies folded and new ones sprang up to take their places. The first mass-produced automobile, the Model T Ford, was ready for the market; Cadillac began to assert itself as a leader. The Marman and the Stutz, two of the most popular cars, were manufactured in Indianapolis, as Detroit was yet to become the center of the automobile industry. By 1910, Bloomington had twelve or fourteen automobile agencies. 

The Wright Brothers demonstrated their new biplane to the French military, staying aloft over two hours. The horse and buggy age was rapidly coming to an end. Sewer systems were built, making the backyard privy a thing of the past. Electric light was everywhere and anyone wanting it could get it. The old wall telephone came down off the wall and was now portable on your desk.

In Germany, Count Zeppelin built the first rigid frame lighter-than-air dirigible, powered and directed from internal combustion engines; it could be navigated like a ship at sea. No longer was a lighter-than-air craft a creature of the wind. These marvels of science were fascinating to a youngster who lived on Monroe Street in Bloomington!

So, down to the library he went to read up on everything he could find about airplanes and wireless telegraphy. He bought magazines on the newsstands (scientific magazines that hadn’t even existed two years earlier), information far more exciting than reading Nick Carter in a paperback. Frank Merriwell,“All American Athlete” (favorite of every sports-loving boy, who appeared regularly in the paperbacks) was almost forgotten. This was a whole new ball of wax!

The first term in high school, I enrolled in Algebra, Ancient History, Civics, and Manual Training, which consisted of three hours of Drafting and four hours of Shop every week. And, oh yes, I forgot Rhetoric. That was sixteen hours altogether. When we weren’t in class, we had to go to the Assembly Hall, which was large enough to hold the entire school enrollment. Every morning at the beginning of school, the superintendent would give us a lecture. There were song books that we sang out of after this, the whole assembly lasting about half an hour. One song we sang so many times, a sort of hymn, started out “Now the day is ended....” Somehow, I never could get used to singing that song first thing in the morning! Professor Usry, our Manual Arts teacher, liked to sit with me because we could sing two-part harmony. My voice was lowering into a baritone and Mr. Usry had a nice bass voice. I don’t know how good we sounded, but we sure enjoyed singing together.

Math never bothered me very much. Ancient History was a bore. In Civics, we studied the operation of governments; federal, state, and local. Rhetoric actually consumed a lot of time because of the quantity of theme writing. My grades weren’t very good in drafting at first, until I found out that I was being graded down for lack of neatness. For example, after a drawing had been inked, all the pencil marks weren’t removed and there would be a dirty thumb print on one corner. I soon got wise to that. I loved Shop because I was learning a lot about the tools I owned myself, about the skill required to plane two boards to fit together with a practically invisible joint; to make a mortise and tenon joint that actually fit; about the care needed to make a dovetail corner; and how to sharpen your plane bits, your chisels, and the nibs on your boring tools. Shop was in two, two-hour sessions a week and drafting met for three one-hour sessions a week.  I learned to use my time in the Assembly Hall for study, so that after school, I wasn’t too concerned with doing lessons for the next day. Algebra was a two o’clock class, so of course, when school let out at three o’clock, there wasn’t any time to study it in the Assembly Hall.

I joined the debating society which met in the school library at seven o’clock of evenings. The school didn’t have a band or an orchestra, but after the football season was over, I began to get interested in the theatricals the school put on. Winnie Kates from the Illinois Wesleyan College of Music and Drama was also the dramatic coach at the high school. She was a blonde bombshell (and had tremendous ability to organize and a real talent for coaching). She was to play an important part in my growing up.

The school had no gym or swimming pool, nor were there any playgrounds. Classes such as physical education and calisthenics just weren’t taught. If a youngster felt in need of exercise, he got it down at the YMCA. Fred Muhl, a tinner, coached football in the fall. When the football season was over, Fred went back to his tin shop. The caliber of the teaching, however, was tops. It was surprising how many teachers were addressed as “Professor.” I can say with real conviction that they were dedicated instructors. Any youngster having difficulty with a course was kept after school and the teacher took extra time to work with him.

Our high school housed no lunch room or restaurant and very few kids brought their lunch at noon. There were no lockers, and since there were no seats assigned, either in the Assembly or in the recitation room, you kept your books at home and brought only those things you needed for that particular day. Having things swiped was unheard of.

There were very few blacks in high school; they all seemed to drop out at the eighth grade. I can’t remember a single one in my freshman year. 

Before starting high school that fall I received my first suit with long pants. I remember Mom going with me down to Costello’s Men’s Clothing Store on Main Street and looking at the clothes. I finally bought a blue serge “Society” brand suit. We also bought two pairs of corduroy pants and a belted Norfolk jacket. I had loads of sweaters. When you dressed up in those days, your shirt had a separate collar; attached with collar buttons, it was starched and ironed and very stiff. One went to school in either a nice sweater (turtleneck) or in a shirt with a starched collar and a necktie. There were no short-sleeved shirts; if you wanted to shorten your shirt sleeves, you had to roll them up. You kept your pants up with a pair of suspenders and you wore garters on your socks. Shoes came up over the ankle and laced. So-called Oxfords were only for the middle of summer when it was hot. In winter, you wore boots which came clear up the calf of the leg to your knee, laced up over your britches. Trousers were peg-topped; in other words, very full through the pockets on the side and tapered down to a very small ankle. One either wore a cap, or in the summer, a sailor hat made of straw. To wear an overcoat was “sissy.” The popular raincoat was a yellow slicker and some kids had a yellow rain hat to match.

There were several kinds of shoes—black, black, and black. In the spring and summer, kids wore canvas sneakers which invariably came unglued the first time they got wet. You never wore sneakers out, they just came apart. You could buy a pair for 65¢. For dress up or church or social occasions, you wore patent leather shoes which were very shiny, as if they had been enamelled. Dress shoes sometimes had cloth tops and buttons up over the ankles instead of laces up the front. One always had to have a shoe hook to handle those round buttons on his shoes.

Men’s formal dress was tails. A tuxedo was strictly a dinner jacket and was worn only from 4:00 to 7:00. Anything after seven called for tails.

Practically every woman laced herself up with a tight-fitting corset. These garments featured whale bone or steel stays which punished the body by lacing in the waist until every organ was squeezed out of place. This resulted in a lot of them having what was politely called “female trouble.” All of the gals wanted a figure like Lillian Russell, that famous diva who was so popular on Broadway in the early 1900’s. When Mother and Dad dressed up to go out for an evening, they always had to pass inspection from Margie and me. They were a pretty couple and boy, were we proud of them! Dad just loved to parade Mom because she was a beautiful woman, still in her thirties.

My Sister Margie

As I started high school, Margie entered Wesleyan University. She was already an accomplished pianist and someone there discovered her voice, so she began to take lessons from George Marton at the College of Music. There began the constant practice of scales and arpeggios, learning proper breath control, voice placement, the technique of constantly flowing breath while singing a legato passage, and the attack of a staccato passage, so essential in a lyric soprano. Her progress was rapid and by the time she had studied for a year, she had quite a repertoire of semi-classic songs. 

George Marton, a well-known band director on the Lyceum circuit, gave thirty-five or forty concerts a year on that circuit between St. Louis, Indianapolis, Des Moines, and Chicago. He was a personal friend of Arthur Pryor, the leading band leader in the nation at that time. Marton took four of his best pupils, Don Bringham, Margie, Lois Watson, and a big chap from down in Southern Illinois, red-headed, very good-looking, and a wonderful bass voice (I forget his name). Training as a mixed quartet enabled them to become quite popular around town and land a job at the First Methodist Church, which paid them money. George introduced them on his Lyceum circuit; they were paid and also got their expenses. All of this was good experience for Margie. 

Eventually George advised my sister, “Margie, I’ve taken you as far as I can. I think you should go to summer camp in Maine or Massachusetts with Mr. Ames and study hard this summer.” Henry Ames directed the New York School of Music, coached at the Metropolitan and held classes and summer camps, both in Maine and on Cape Cod. He taught at Cape Cod and Rupert Neily, his right arm, was his principal teacher in Maine. Margie went to study in Maine under Mr. Neily.

In addition to an hour and a half lesson daily and two hours of practice she studied French and Italian, harmony, composition and music theory. It was a six day work week and strictly business. The change in her voice was unbelieveable. She could sing four or five notes lower and her upper range had increased another note and a half. She had a poise and a polish to her work that she didn’t have before. George Marton was thrilled with her progress, and  told her, “Margie, there is no limit to what you can do if you will go on.”

Back the next summer she went again and the following year as well. She was now singing the arias from practically every opera produced in Chicago or at the Met demanding a lyric soprano. Even with all her success, however, she seemed to be bothered by something, and it finally came out. Pop had spent enormous  amounts of money on her education and she began to have a guilty feeling of obligation. How was she ever going to repay him? Pop didn’t want to be paid back. He was very, very satisfied with his investment. Margie began to realize that there was still a long way to go—many more years of study. The cost of all this to her would be astronomical. Still, she was unwilling to settle for second best. She also knew how difficult it was to gain recognition as a classical singer. She had driven herself very hard and she still had to finish her college education. 

Most of her confusion was of her own making. It was in her own head. But she rebelled about getting herself under any further obligation to Dad. 

She formed a nice group of girlfriends in college which she got together to form a local sorority, meeting in a room in University Hall. After about a year, they petitioned Alpha Gamma Delta, a national sorority, to install them as a chapter at Illinois Wesleyan. Margie accomplished the same thing some years later at Illinois, where she founded a local sorority and,  demonstrating how they could make a go of it, became accepted nationally. Those two chapters of Alpha Gamma Delta, still active, are a living testimonial of her leadership.

She was a fine scholar of Latin, and had a tremendous English vocabulary. She also studied two years of Greek. Mathematics never seemed to bother her, but she wasn’t very much interested in it either. 

I made a pest of myself—that’s pest—whenever she had a date and it took a half a buck or a quarter to get rid of me. Mom never would let her date during the week, but her weekends were always full. One chap who became very serious about Margie was Arthur Morris. His father ran a drug store business in Bloomington. Arthur went with her for two or three years, but she never seemed to be able to decide. He was a handsome, personable son-of-a-gun, but there must have been some little streak in him that she instinctively didn’t like. Personally, I couldn’t see a darn thing wrong with him. Years later he used to come and see Margie. I’ve often wondered what her life would have been like if she had married Art. He became a very successful physician.

Music, Science, and Golf…

Once I started high school, the only contact I kept with St. Joseph’s Academy was through violin, but that soon stopped, too, because Miss Matz finally met a sweetheart and was married. She was replaced by a Miss O’Rourke, who was about as opposite from Miss Matz as any two women could be. She was lantern-jawed, wore glasses, always had bad breath and played a Hopf violin which is a very ugly design. She played it without a bit of inspiration and very mechanically. I had the feeling I knew more about the instrument than she did. Whereas I worshipped at the feet of Miss Matz, I couldn’t stand for this woman to get near me. 

 I quickly changed instructors and started with Professor Hursey at the Illinois Wesleyan College of Music. Hursey was a capable violinist, but he was very easy going and too forgiving. I really needed a more disciplined teacher. But at that, he was the best in town, so I studied with him off and on until I left for college. Eventually, I lost interest in practicing. I didn’t have my heart in it like I did under Miss Matz. Now she was a good example of what having a good teacher means. A good teacher can create that desire in her pupil to excel.

Fred Burnsmire, the cabinet maker and repairman at the furniture store, also played the violin. Well-known in the county for his talent for country music, he played a good many night jobs out of town for barn dances. I began to learn from him, playing second fiddle to his first at square dances, jigs and hoe-downs. Soon, we recruited Ray Carnahan, the son of the garage owner in Bloomington, who played the bass viol and the three of us began travelling out of town to these country jobs, sometimes in halls where there was no piano. The three of us, two violins and a bull fiddle, would play the whole program for the evening. We rode on every caboose and freight train in all directions throughout the county. We performed in Leroy, Bellflower, Downs, McLean, Danvers, and Heyworth. Sometimes a farmer would have to come into town to pick us up and return us home after the dance was over in the wee small hours of the morning, because there was no other way for us to get out there and back. 

It was my first taste of making money with the fiddle. The two dollars I earned looked enormous to me! 

It was about when I was ready for high school that my dad bought me the fiddle I still have. Sol Benjamin’s Music Shop sat just up the street from the furniture store about half a block. Sol and Amos Benjamin were not only ardent lovers of the violin, they were experts in the building and repair of the instruments. Amos claimed that he had a genuine Guarnerius violin and it was quite an old instrument. But I played on a genuine Guarnerius once myself, and actually there was no comparison between it and Benjamin’s so-called Guarnerius.   

Mr. Fred Ashton, the leader and first violinist of the most popular orchestra in Bloomington of that era, was solicited to help me select a violin. Mr. Benjamin had just reworked two instruments (which he did not really have time enough to play to know which one was the better). We took both violins home and Mr. Ashton came down to our store the following day, where he played each of them. He finally decided on the one that he thought was the best; it also was the one that I liked most. Based on the fact that we both liked this particular fiddle, Pop bought it. It also happened to be twenty-five dollars cheaper than the other one! 

About six months later, when I was in the shop buying some supplies, I had my fiddle with me and Mr. Benjamin asked to see it. He took it out and played it and after a little while, with a sorry smile, he said, “I didn’t know what I was selling when I sold you this fiddle. It is worth much more than what you paid for it.” My violin was hand-made in the Dolamites of the Alps in about 1836. 

About this time my dad gave me the nicest Christmas present I ever received. Unknown to me, he had assembled a brand new set of Stanley cabinet-maker’s tools; saws, chisels, hammers, screwdrivers, braces and bits, everything a good carpenter or cabinet maker needed,  plus two different kinds of pliers, a monkey wrench and a pipe wrench, a hacksaw, a big vice and a pair of metal shears. 

He spent hours building a folding box that held all of these except the vice. Handsomely bound with brass corners, brass lock and hinges, he finished it to a piano finish in walnut color. He enjoyed so much working with tools and I think he knew I loved them as well. At that moment, there was something warm, close, and understanding that passed between us. I don’t think I ever loved my dad any more than I did at that moment. He knew his son. It must have cost him quite a lot of money, but more than that, it was a labor of love that he put into that tool box. 

The box when opened up stood on the back of the bench displaying all the tools properly mounted and easy to reach. This gift came at an age when a teen-ager’s creative instincts were budding, providing the means to produce things with his own hands. The tools were my constant companions all during my teenage days. I have several of them yet to this day, no longer used because power tools have replaced them, but the memories associated with them are still very dear to me. Pop always said that he gave me the tools to keep me from swiping his, which was true. I was always borrowing his tools and like any kid, sometimes I forgot to put them back. There was the devil to pay when he wanted to use his tools and they weren’t where they belonged. 

After my freshman year, Professor Usry secured a new position at Bradley Polytechnic Institute in Peoria and was replaced by Professor Hugo J.P. Vitz. He always introduced himself as “Professor J.P. Vitz.”  There was never the relationship between Vitz and me that there had been between Usry and me, but he was a very intense man and he was good for me.

During my second year, I studied Architectural Drawing, Geometry, American History, English Literature, and Advanced Shop. I learned how to adjust and use a lathe, the band saw, the bench saw, the circular saw, a planer, a jigsaw, and a drill press. I loved to turn wood on a lathe and I cut several very beautiful cherry bowls. I designed and built a solid oak adjustable drawing stand, which I found to be very useful in my Junior and Senior years when I was doing all the art work for the yearbooks. In later years I sometimes wished I had it back because it could be raised, lowered, or tilted into almost any position of advantage for making a drawing. It was in the warehouse at the store, but during the war it disappeared, as did some of my tools out of my tool chest. I still have my old high school drawing board and I think there are millions of thumbtack holes in it. If you think I am exaggerating, I invite you to count them sometime.

Aviation fascinated me ever since the first flight of the Wright Brothers. I must have read every article and book on aviation published in those days; the experiments of Otto Lilianthal in Germany, Octave Chanute in Kansas, Langley in Washington, D.C. on the Potomac River. The library got a new book; it was a huge thing (10"x12") with slick paper and beautiful photographs and reproductions, bringing all airplanes up to that date into one collection, with articles on each. It was virtually a complete catalogue or encyclopedia of all the airplanes and engines in existence at that time.  Louis Blériot flew the English Channel on July 25, 1909 and collected the London Daily Mail Newspaper prize of £1000 for the first flight from London to Paris, the incredible distance of about twenty-three miles. 

I began to make models of these planes, copying their lines and proportions as closely as possible. Creations of bamboo and split yardsticks which I scrounged  at the store, they were covered with any old piece of silk from a discarded petticoat of Margie’s or my mother’s. The plastic cement, balsa wood and Japanese tissue used in models today was unheard of. The only rubber power was a round cloth-covered rubber used in childrens’ waistbands and such. 

I made model after model, but none of them would fly. I must have made thirty or thirty-five different kinds of models. Some secret, some very important detail which I had yet to discover was obviously being left out. They all acted alike; when launched, they would fly six or eight feet and then go into a stall. The aircraft nosed up, the tail dropped, then it would slide backwards to the ground. I began to simplify my design and finally wound up by using a single stick with a rubber motor, a propeller, a wing and a tail. One day I realized I had wound the propeller backwards, so I launched the model backwards...and the darn thing flew! That didn’t surprise me too much because the first Wright Brothers planes flew tail-first.  

I wrote to the Smithsonian Institute’s Scientific Division in aeronautical experiments, and received some pamphlets and diagrams with results of some different curves on wings in wind tunnel tests. It was for the first time in these pamphlets I saw in print that the center of gravity of any airplane coincided with the center of lift of the wing. When I read that, I knew what was wrong with my models; they were always tail heavy. Unlike the real airplane, I had no engine or passenger; therefore the front end of my planes didn’t have enough weight. To move the wing back to where the center of gravity was located spoiled the looks of the aircraft, but I tried it on some of my models and they flew. Today, we are used to seeing these big liners with the wing half-way back on the plane and a long nose sticking out in front and think nothing of it, but in those days that would have looked terrible. If you pick up a valise by the grip, the handle is always in the middle, because that’s where it balances. It’s as simple as that. Never in all the writings that I read did I ever see that theory. Once it was mentioned, it was so obvious that I felt silly to think that I hadn’t observed it on my own. Pretty dumb!                                                                              

I settled on a Demoiselle model—a French monoplane. With lines conforming more to the model’s balance than any other full size plane, with a propeller and rubber bands, this model could be flown for about 150 feet, limited only by the length of time the propeller would run. One couldn’t get a propeller wound up so that it would run over ten or twelve seconds, but the model flew the length of the YMCA. I received two orders from two different boys to build them copies. I got ten dollars apiece for them.

Then I built my first full-scale glider. I have a picture of it with me at the controls someplace in my belongings. 

It was a monoplane, built out of elm and bamboo rug poles. Every joint had to be lashed and tied with linen thread and glue, for it was virtually impossible to put a hole through bamboo without it splitting. The only place near home where I could fly it was a yard where a school building had been pulled down, but it was rather flat. By running against the wind, I could feel the craft lift under my armpits and by raising my feet, I could glide for ten or twelve feet. It was too small to really lift 120 pounds of boy. However, when I put Eugene McCarthy, a little fella of 35 pounds in it he would get up to about eight feet of altitude, covering about fifty or sixty feet until we ran out of ground to run on. When Mrs. McCarthy found out that her young son was an airplane pilot, she very emphatically put her thumb on the project and we were out of the aviation business. 

In my last year at the academy, I became acquainted with two men who ran a new automobile agency on North Main Street just south of Kelso Sanitarium. The owner was Bill Bell, a man who couldn’t have been over twenty-seven years old. Joe Feldcamp, who ran the back end, was a mechanic. Occasionally, I would go over and hang around, asking Joe questions about engines. I learned the difference between the intake stroke, the compression stroke, the firing stroke or power stroke and the exhaust stroke; the difference between a camshaft and a crankshaft, why bevel gears were quieter and lasted longer than straight gears; the function of a distributor, how an automobile started on batteries and then switched over to magnetos, and how to crank an automobile without getting your arm broken. I learned all about where the controls on an automobile were and what they did, and I used to sit fifteen minutes at a time in the driver’s seat, pretending I was going through all the motions of the driver.

One day when I was there, Dr. Kelso came by after having just bought a new Moline. He asked me if I had ever caddied for golf. I told him no.

 “Would you like to caddy?”

“Out at the Country Club?”

“Yes.”

“Does it pay very much?”

“Twenty-five cents a round.”

“How much is a round?”

“Nine holes.”

Well, he always played golf on Thursday afternoon, so I would go to the sanitarium and wait until he got through, then we drove out to the Country Club and I would carry his bag around the nine holes. I learned to caddy, earning a quarter for caddying and a dime tip. More than that, I got to ride in an automobile back and forth about a mile and a half out to the Country Club. I used to watch his every move when he drove.

Doctor always played with a pair of kid gloves on his hands. I noticed that he was the only one that ever did, so I asked him one day why. He said he wanted to protect his hands for the delicate surgery he did.

He gave me a couple of old clubs with warped shafts and some beat-up golf balls. Golf balls in those days were made of gutta-percha  and the cover was full of tiny bumps as close together as possible, just the reverse from the indented ball of today. I finally got him up to fifty cents and caddied for him even after I was in high school. But killing half a day for fifty cents—I thought there must be some better way to make money than that!

Marconi had invented wireless telegraphy in Italy and I began to read more and more articles about his discovery, especially in a magazine edited by a fellow named Hugo Gurnsback. The magazine was always full of descriptions of working laboratory instruments built from scratch and gave details on how they were put together. Finally a series started on the construction of the wireless telegraph. The process didn’t look too complicated, and I began to collect the raw stuff. I am not going to belabor you with all the details of how I made this apparatus because it was complicated, full of trials, full of disappointments, full of spoiled wire, discouragement, disgust, and stupid mistakes.

 I finally made all the parts and assembled a 11⁄2 kilowatt transformer and a glass plate condenser to intensify the output of the secondary transformer. I could draw a spark about six or eight inches long of a purple-red color without a condenser.  With the condenser on, it would shorten to about 7⁄8 of an inch and the intense, blue-white spark became almost half an inch thick. If the spark gap between the two zinc electrodes from wet battery cells was moved any closer together than 7⁄8 of an inch, the zinc would melt. 

This apparatus was running on house current. I had to plug all the fuses in the house with pennies to keep them from blowing out. When I pressed down the key (which was a telegraph key) with two dimes for contacts, all the lights in the neighborhood would blink. I was virtually short-circuiting the transformer out on the pole down the street from our house. I had to back up and build a new impedance coil and a condenser so the impedance of the transformer was matched by the outer circuit with the same resistance. Then the trouble disappeared.

When I got along about that far, a new magazine came out with an article about a man by the name of Tesla. His experiences with high frequency electricity duplicated tremendously high voltage experiments (running into the hundreds of thousands) and very high frequencies, but with practically no amperage. The Tesla coil didn’t seem too difficult, so I started to build one. 

The article, which was rather dry (being purely instructions on how to build the coil) never gave me any idea about the spectacular results that were to come. When the key was depressed, there was a brush discharge around the condenser. All the wires, the coil, and the helix (that was at least six inches wide) had a brilliant blue color. When one placed any metal object on one’s knuckle within 35 or 36 inches of the ball on top of the Tesla coil (made out of the knob of an old brass bed), the spark would jump anywhere from 35 to 42 inches. The sensation on your knuckle would be a prickly feeling and you had sort of a cobwebby sensation all over your body. I laid an old rubber office chair mat on the floor and naturally I did all these experiments while I was standing on that mat.

The YMCA was giving one of its frequent carnival exhibitions. After persuading Don and Dink Russell to help me, we lugged this stuff down to the YMCA, set it up in a room, roped off a space for the spectators and became part of the show. A lot of our stuff was hocus-pocus, like the first scene they saw in a completely darkened room: Don’s head all lit up inside like a jack-o-lantern. This was simply accomplished by turning on an electric torch held in his mouth with the light on the inside. Try it sometime. It’s quite an experience!

So Dink became the spieler and I appeared to be some kind of a wizard or something. I had on a choir robe with a cone hat made out of black paper and Don dressed in a track suit. Don held a thin wire and stood on the rubber mat, while I turned lights off and the power on. A brush discharge would stand out all around him with this blue aura of light that was very eerie looking. Then, with the lights on, he stood about three feet from the coil and held up a knuckle. I turned on the power and he took the spark across the air from the brass ball at the top, grinning like a chessycat. Everybody would ooh and aah, Dink spieling about the millions and millions of volts going through his body and all that. For a finale, Don placed an old burned-out light bulb into his mouth, putting his lips around the core.  Darkening the room, we turned the apparatus on and the brush discharge going into the bulb (which contained a vacuum) would illuminate much brighter than the ordinary brush discharge on the outside of his body. Well, that wowed the audience and we became the hit of the carnival.

Mary Lewis, my math teacher, said, “Charles, you ought to put this show on down in the high school assembly hall some morning.” Mr. Braley, who went by our house two or three times every day on his way down to the Bulletin, always asked me questions about what I was doing and became more or less aware of these shenanigans. He sent out a reporter and a photographer who interviewed me and took pictures of my workshop resulting in a half-page writeup in his paper. The Pantagraph, not to be outdone, also dispatched a reporter, (but no photographer) for another writeup. Well, all this publicity sort of abashed me and I decided maybe I had better not exhibit down at the school. Putting on our “show” wasn’t all too easy, either. That transformer weighed thirty-five pounds and the condenser about twenty-eight. Both were encased in liquid-tight tanks and immersed in very high-dielectric transformer oil which I bought from the electric company. My Wehnelt interrupter was full of sulfuric acid. If anyone ever accidentally got a discharge off that transformer, it would have knocked the hell out of him. This wasn’t exactly kid stuff we were fooling with.

You would think with all this experimenting that I had no time for anything else—but sure—I went skating. I had a brand new pair of skates. I began to gang date with four or five couples; on picnics, going out skating together, or to a house party someplace for a birthday or a holiday. I started learning to dance. It was fun for three or four couples to all line up on the ice cross-handed and skate abreast down the ice, giving us a feeling of oneness and the rhythm of all moving together. Something was strangely pleasant about putting your arm around a girl to dance. Girls, to Charlie Keck, had always been something to suffer and avoid. Now I developed an awareness that some girls were very nice to be around! At a few of these parties, I made acquaintances with a group of girls who didn’t go to our high school, but attended University High School at Normal. They mostly lived on the East side of Bloomington, but they seemed to accept me, I think simply because I was around with their boy friends all the time. Apparently they figured if I was all right with the boys, I was all right for them. 

In the summer, it was fun to go out to Miller Park to have a picnic or go to the band concert of an evening. We always travelled as a gang. We went out on the streetcar together, staying together all evening. When the activities were over we took the streetcar back downtown, transferring to yet another one headed out to escort our girls home. Dates never ran much past 10:30 pm.

I taught myself to swim at the Y. It gave me a real sense of accomplishment to overcome the fear of water I had developed when I fell under the ice in Pontiac. I was really tickled to death the first time I swam the length of the pool. The pool had a one meter and a three meter board. I never became a very good swimmer, though how I used to envy Don Russell and Woody Garrigus and a kid named Curtis who had such beautiful Australian crawl strokes. Ah, well, one can’t have everything!

When I finally got my wireless all assembled and hooked up, I began to realize that there wasn’t anyone to talk to. I had tried to learn the Morse Code and had been fairly successful. I could hear the ore boats on the [Great?] Lakes, but I didn’t have enough power to talk back to them. There were no other “hams” around. Dude Lehr, in Normal, and I were about the only operators with working equipment and he was busy ’til 10 o’clock every night as an employee of Kleineau’s Confectionery. Now this was a situation I had never even thought of. Post-1920 [after the vacuum tube had been invented by DeForrest] people could buy equipment on the market that was already made, and ham stations sprung up all over the country. Somehow or other, I felt cheated, having constructed wireless equipment requiring such care and so many long hours, only to find that it was practically useless.

I went back to aviation with a vengeance. One could fly alone. A kid by the name of Harvey Stiegelmeier, up in the northeast part of town, bought what he thought was a kit to build a glider. I don’t know how much he paid, but when it came, it consisted merely of a bunch of beautifully straight-grained spruce strips, a blueprint and some printed directions. When he found out there wasn’t anything to put it together with, he lost interest. I discovered I could buy all his lumber for $8.00, and I already had some rough drawings of what I was going to build. Because my project was to be constructed in the basement, it had to be built in sections which could be brought upstairs. The plans Harvey had showed nothing much more than a box kite.

I met a new boy at the YMCA by the name of Carl Behnke whose father was superintendent of the stove foundry on the east side of Bloomington. I found out he was willing to go in with me on the building of this glider. He had access to bins of bolts and nuts, thin sheet steel which could be used in making fastenings, and he also had a tidy allowance every week to spend. His uncle, Teddy Tetzlaff, was a race driver at Indianapolis. Carl made the ideal partner—a nice kid, very agreeable, never asking too many questions, never putting any suggestions out and he followed orders to the letter. Now that sounds kind of crass, but actually, Carl was a fine kid, and just who I needed at that time—a Man Friday, with money!

I still have a three-elevation scale drawing of this glider, just as we built it, except that we added a landing gear to it at a later time.

In 1911 at the Grant Park air show in Chicago I learned a lot about how airplanes were put together, how the struts were fastened. I studied the design for fastenings for guy wires and turn buckles, and also how every piece of strut or beam was very carefully rounded and streamlined as much as possible and then finished to a very high polish.

We worked all winter on our aircraft, building it section by section; finishing, sanding, varnishing, stretching canvas (which was nothing but unbleached muslin but we called it canvas) which we sized with a mixture of paraffin dissolved while melted in gasoline. You may think this was dangerous. We did do it outdoors, and paraffin has such a low melting point that there was not near as much danger as it seemed. We allowed nothing in the way of flame and being out of doors the vapors evaporated very quickly. After coating the fabric, the gasoline evaporated leaving a thin coat of paraffin which sealed all the pores making the fabric airtight.

By spring we had the airframe finished. One warm sunny April Saturday we brought it out at last, section by section, from the basement and assembled it out in the lot. Finally, after we trued it up, putting all the guy wires in and all, (taking three or four hours) we suspended it by the wingtips on sawhorses. One could sit in the center of it with the deflection of the spars not exceeding a quarter of an inch. We had done a darn good job!

With the gleaming white, taut fabric on the wings, the polished amber wood and the glistening silver of the wires (all made of piano wire) it really looked like a professional job. We were awfully proud of it.

The automobile show started not long afterwards and we were allowed to put our creation on exhibit. Suspended over the cars in the Armory, it was down low enough that people could examine it fairly closely, but still not quite reach it. We got a lot of comment on it, and of course, we got a writeup in the paper.  

The publicity was great until they added at the end, “it has not been tested yet.” That took all of the glory out of it for us.

The empty glider weighed 90 pounds; with me in it, the dead load weight totaled 235 pounds, which according to the Smithsonian Institute articles, required a speed of approximately 18 miles per hour to create enough lift to fly. That meant we needed at least a 15 mile per hour wind and a steep hill in order to get up the necessary speed. Gravity would supply the remaining boost needed. I read extensively all the material available about the origins of flight; the research most interesting to me was that concerning Otto Lilienthal’s experiments with a bat-like glider in Germany. From a high hill with a long stretch of steep slope he made remarkable flights with a hang-glider, much the same as we are making today wherever there are high cliffs. We, however, didn’t have that kind of terrain around Bloomington and too many enclosures bordered the available fields. We finally decided the only practical way to try to fly this thing was to pull it with an automobile. Now, I don’t know if anyone else had conceived of this idea at that time, but it had not been tried so far as I know, anywhere. The Wrights had used a kind of launching apparatus which produced its initial impulse with a falling weight, which was the closest existing thing to towed flight I knew of. Their flight, however, was only about 210 feet altogether. We intended to stay aloft much longer if we could get an automobile with a 75 foot rope on a flat field.

We had an awful time finding pneumatic wheels small enough and strong enough to withstand a rough landing, because we didn’t know just how rough our landing technique might be until we learned how to handle the aircraft. There was a fairly high hill, I’d say about fifty feet, in a pasture just west of the country club which I had seen at times caddying for Dr. Kelso. After looking at it, we decided we could make some short flights there, using our craft as a hang-glider. 

Now that hill was a good three miles from where we lived and we knew, even after practice, that it took us a good two and a half hours to set the thing up. Mind you, there were no trucks much larger than today’s smallest compact trucks and in those days, there were no open bodies. Of course, with the engine located under the hood in front,  these old trucks were not very long. I don’t suppose the biggest one measured over eight feet long inside and no more than four and a half or five feet wide. There was just no such thing as a big truck like those which appeared ten years later.

Now the question still remained, how to relocate our air machine to the hill? Moving it over in pieces would waste most of the day for setting it up. We couldn’t take it over assembled as the body spanned twenty-four feet across and almost twelve feet six inches long, occupying a whole street either way you carried it. Finally, we decided to carry it over, leaving the two end sections off, and to transport the tail outriggers and the tail itself separately. This method would require six boys taking two hours to lug this thing over to the field.

When we arrived, the hill wasn’t nearly as tall as I had remembered it to be. Nicely rounded on the top, it dropped about thirty degrees for approximately sixty feet and then leveled out until it approached a fence and a road, the boundaries of the field. Across the road stood another fence of equal height. The wind velocity felt not nearly as high as we thought it would be, but it was gusty. After some observation, it appeared that the wind at its strongest would blow anywhere from five to twenty seconds, slow up slightly, and then maybe after a little while would pick up again.

Well, we figured, as long as we were there, we might as well try it. So we began at the top, with me as the pilot, positioned in the center of the wings on two bars which ran under my armpits. With two boys holding the tail up and one on each wing to support the balance, we ran into the wind. When they released the tail it dropped a little and the wings picked me up off the ground. The first time I sailed about ten or twelve feet before settling back down to earth. We had not attained enough speed, so after climbing back up and thinking awhile, we decided to carry the tail higher so that the wings pointed into the wind at a much lesser angle. The resulting reduction in drag enabled us to run faster, and then when the tail came down the wings presented a new angle of attack and gave us enough speed to get higher. What we were trying to do was to get into the air before we reached a drop in the hill. After several attempts, each time raising the tail another six or eight inches and carrying the frame a little higher, we got a nice glide of about sixty feet. Finally getting the hang of how it worked, we were in business! Just like the models, the difficulty was finding balance fore and aft.

Shifting my body, hanging in a glider, was not the easiest thing in the world to do. I had to move forward or backward, a pretty awkward thing to try. Finding that the craft had a tendency to stall, I kept crowding farther forward into the opening. Now remember, this glider was designed to be flown with a man sitting on top of the front spar of the bottom wing. I was a good eighteen or twenty inches back of that, hanging in this opening. I kept crowding farther and farther forward until my chest was against the front spar. I couldn’t go any farther forward. It worked better along that line and finally we achieved flights where I was landing down on the flat. We were all elated. 

In the meantime we had attracted a bunch of other kids, all standing around, most of whom were getting in the way.

Finally, we decided to try one more and this time back up a little farther, hold the tail up higher, run just as hard as we could for a little longer, and not take off until we just hit the top of the steeper slope. This time, as I took off, I sailed out with my body and my feet swung as far forward as I could get them. The plane felt solid in the air and it didn’t have that mushy feel as it had on previous glides. I looked down and my feet must have been at least ten feet above the ground; the plane of course, was higher than that. Realizing I was going to go farther than before, I began to worry about how I was going to get over that fence. I sure didn’t want to land in or on it and it seemed to be approaching awfully fast. Just then the wind switched around to the west and turned the plane. I was now traveling diagonally toward the fence instead of square at it. The kids started to yell at me, but I couldn’t understand what they were saying. An abandoned telephone pole (which I didn’t even realize was there) loomed up on my right. I cleared the fence, but the right wing hit that pole, turning the plane around almost 180 degrees right now—with the pole as an axis—and I knew I was in for it. I was dropping very fast;  underneath me ran the drainage ditch along the road. I tried to catch myself on my hands and knees, but somehow I missed, and then I don’t remember any more.

When I came to, I was in Dr. Fulweiler’s office across the street from my home. He was examining my forearms. Looking down, both wrists had been badly dislocated; my hands didn’t line up with my arms. Dr. Fulweiler rotated my hands with pressure on the wrists, working each one of those seven little bones back into place. He put a splint about twelve inches long and two inches wide from the fingers, down my wrist, to my elbows and wrapped it so that my hand, wrist, and forearm were immobile. Blood was all over the front of me. With my tongue, I started exploring only to find one of my front teeth gone and the other one half gone. A nerve was exposed which was oh, so painful. My upper lip was cut clear through, almost to my nose, and my lower lip had been lacerated in five places—one of those about an inch long.

After he got my arms fixed (I think he must have given me another sedative) he began to work on my mouth, first cleaning it up and washing it out with a syringe and having me spit out, which was very hard for me to do. I watched him (dully) as he took small, long, thin pieces of cotton, almost like gauze, dipped them in a solution with a pair of tweezers and applied those between my gums and lip. Holding them there until they set, he then applied another layer on top of that. Finally he worked around to the outside of my lip and up to my nose, continuing the same process. He used collodion, pulling the cut shut without any stitches. He told my dad (who told me later) that if he had used stitches, it would have left scars—that it might even have been like a hairlip. During his medical studies in Europe, he had learned this technique in Vienna. He treated the bottom lip the same way. 

Of course, I couldn’t get my mouth shut because of those stiff hard collodion pads, so I had to eat through a straw, by sticking it between my tongue and the roof of my mouth. I ate that way for over two weeks. At first I flattened the straw every time I tried it, but I finally learned to handle the straw with my tongue so that it didn’t collapse and I got along fairly well. My lips healed remarkably well and fast, but the teeth were still to be repaired.

All while this was going on in the doctor’s office, I never thought once of what had happened to the glider. Carl dismantled it and, with the aid of his bunch, took it over to his house (about a mile from the hill). He later brought it over to my home and put it back down in the basement, never saying one word about it.

Well, I was out of school for about ten days, but we couldn’t give up the idea that the glider ought to fly. We had put so many hours into it, and knew that if we just had the proper place, we could get some real flying experience.

Dr. Lockhart, my dentist, fixed up my teeth. When he put the gold one in—the foundation of the whole front—he told me, “Charles, this is never going to be the most beautiful thing in the world, but you are young. You will be biting into apples and everything else until you are an adult, and this is the only thing I can put in there that will stay, I’m sorry.” Well, he was right. I was always very self-conscious about that gold tooth in the front of my mouth. After over seventy years I still have it.

In a few days, my collodion bandages began to loosen and peel off, the result of the swelling going down in the flesh underneath. Although my lips were very sore for two or three weeks, I got along without any other bandaging from then on. Mom told me if I tried to do any more flying, Dad would put his foot down. He figured I would break my neck if I fooled around long enough. He took the same attitude with my trying to play football.

It was either the New Year’s before or the one after my accident when one of the most tragic things that ever happened to me occurred. Right after Christmas, I saw Ruth Merwin. She asked me if I was going out to the Stevenson’s New Year’s party.

“Yes, I was planning to go,” I replied.

“I would like to see you out there.”

“All right, may I take you home afterwards?”

“That would be great.”

When New Year’s Eve came, the gang all went out to the party. I arrived about eight o’clock to find a crowd of sixteen or eighteen people there. I didn’t know all of them but I knew Margaret Marquis, Margaret Elliot, another girl named Florence, and of course Ruth, Richard Young, Hess Coolidge and most of the boys.

Young Adlai Stevenson (I would judge he was twelve or thirteen years old) was running around in the crowd with a brand new .22 rifle his folks had given him for Christmas. He was very proud and excited about his gun. He would point it at a picture or an electric light bulb and pull the trigger. He must have aimed at practically everything in the room. I had just gone through the curtains to find the punch bowl when I heard a pop. It wasn’t very loud but still it sounded like a gun. I went back into the other room and I smelled powder. There, lying on the floor, was Ruth. There was blood in her hair; she had been shot through the temple. I felt faint. I went out on the porch, around to the back, and vomited. I never went back in the house. I picked up my coat and hat a couple of days later after Ruth had been buried. 

At the church funeral, someone sang Carrie Jacobs Bond’s When You Come to the End of a Perfect Day. Never having heard it before, it broke me up and I cried all through the services. I still always feel sad when I hear it.

The Stevensons had been in politics for several generations. Adlai I served as the Vice President of the United States under Grover Cleveland. His grandson, Adlai II, was this unfortunate youngster at the party, who grew up to work at the family paper, the Bloomington Daily Pantagraph, and became governor of Illinois in 1948. He ran for President in 1952 and 1956. Adlai III sat as the Illinois Representative to the U.S. Senate from 1970-1981.

A great deal of criticism fell on his folks for having given him a gun and letting him play with it at their party. That cartridge had been in the gun all that time and had been hit with the hammer at least fifty times before it went off.

Ruth had been such a nice kid. She was always kind and smiling—gentle to everybody. I remember her dark curls, soft brown eyes and a ready smile, little freckles on her nose and ruddy cheeks; her clean middy blouses and pleated skirts and her pretty slippers. She was always a very, very nice companion. When on a picnic or out skating, we always seemed to gravitate towards each other. I don’t know why; she liked me, I’m sure, and I liked her. I pondered how God could let anything like that happen. I dreamed about Ruth many, many times in the year or so after that. I think it was my unwillingness to accept the fact that she was gone. She was always alive and smiling in my dreams.

During the Christmas vacation before I turned sixteen, I found a holiday job with Sigmund Hellman & Son, a clothier we knew in town who lived in our neighborhood. My job centered around the necktie counter, selling neckties, collars, cuffs, and shirts. Sigmund Hellman, or “Sig” as they called him there in town, was a German Jewish immigrant who came to America to escape the draft which all German youths were subject to in those days.

His son, Abe, about twenty-six, was a born actor and impersonator. He had a tremendous sense of humor and ability to imitate the comedians and stage actors of those days. Abe taught me how to whip a tie around my fingers into a knot, so that I could show the customers exactly how it would look when it was tied, and how to keep my stock arranged according to prices. 

There were three glass shelves in the counter. The top one held cheaper ties; the second, their best ties, and third couldn’t be seen very well because it was dark, so it was used for backup stock for the middle shelf. The nicer ties were $3.75; the ones on the top ran from $1.50 to $2.75.

One afternoon, a couple of days before Christmas, Mrs. Hill and her daughter Hazel came in the store. They were surprised to see me behind the counter. Mrs. Hill wanted to look at some neckties for her husband, Cap. They operated Hill’s Hotel—the second best hotel in Bloomington and very popular with traveling people at that time. I started with some ties on the top shelf. When she wanted something better, I moved down and began to show her the $3.75 ties. She looked at them and said they were pretty, but when I told her the price, she cooled off. I was a little bit surprised and amused. I didn’t know what to do. 

Finally, she said, “Is this the best you have?” 

Well, no one had ever asked me that before. I didn’t know just what to do about it, so I bent down behind the counter to think a little bit, and while I did, I got an idea. Taking some ties out of the bottom shelf (which were exactly the same price but completely different patterns), I turned the boxes around so the tags on the ends didn’t show. 

I brought the boxes up and explained, “Now, Mrs. Hill, these are some that have just come in and we haven’t priced them yet, but I know what they are and I think you will like them.” 

Hazel commented, “Oh, these are much better.” They examined them, and asked the price.

 “They are six dollars each, Mrs. Hill.” 

They bought three, which I Christmas wrapped, and they departed.

All the time I was doing this, Mr. Hellman stood down at the end of the counter, about fifteen feet away, and every time I glanced over, he would look at me very sternly. I was busy with my sales pitch, so I didn’t add any significance to his glare, but as soon as the Hills left, I heard Abe over in back of some tall counters break out into a chuckle. He came over and put his arm around his dad and they both laughed and laughed and laughed, ’til finally the old gentleman tried to sober up. He turned around to me and said, “Young man, don’t you ever pull a trick like that again. You will ruin the reputation of this store.” Then they burst into a laugh and they laughed and laughed again.

Well, business got slow after Christmas so they assigned me to the loft to take inventory; nothing there but shelves and shelves of boxes of collars and cuffs. I had to take every box down, see if it was broken or not, whether there had been a collar taken out, how many were in each, the style, size, and note the price code, which I couldn’t decipher because it was coded in letters. I wrote this all down on tally sheets. It took me all one day and part of another to finish—I never saw so many collars and cuffs in my life. There must have been thousands of them. For my two weeks’ work I received $24.00—the most money I think I ever had all at one time in my life. I had enough for the first time to buy Mom and Pop and Margie each a nice Christmas present and still have some left afterwards. Gee, it seemed great to have some folding money in my new wallet to carry in my hip pocket!

Don and Dink Russell liked to harmonize, and the three of us sang down at the Y, practicing in one of the empty rooms. Finally, we worked up a repertoire. We sang My Old Kentucky Home, Way Down Upon the Swanee River [Old Folks at Home], and then something to liven up a crowd, with Minnie the Mermaid and When My Mary Does the Hoochymacooch Down at Coney Island. Well, the other boys would listen to us and laugh at our songs. One day we were asked to sing at a social evening at the Baptist Church. We must have been getting good to have been asked to make a public appearance, I thought.

We arrived at the church about 7:30 and the program started. Evidently we were going to be near the end because we waited while everybody else did something—sang together in groups, played games and did everything except call on us. We got tired of standing around. Finally we found two sliding doors, pulled them open, and discovered a tank full of water. Along side of it hung a rubber suit on a hanger with the longest pair of waders I had ever seen and a rubber jacket to go with it. Apparently this outfit was worn by the minister when he baptized new members into the church. I don’t know who thought of it first, but someone said, “I wonder what would happen if that suit leaked when he was in the tank?” Well, we all looked at each other and then started grinning. I pulled out my two-bladed pocket knife which was always sharp as a razor. Don took the small blade and punctured little slits, starting at about the waist and then every six inches down the leg in the front and the back. Then we carefully closed up the cabinet again and waited some more.

At last they called on us and we went out to sing Way Down Upon the Swanee River. The audience applauded a little, but didn’t seem to be too appreciative. We thought we had better give them something a little more lively. 

After standing together a little bit we decided, “Well, let’s sing When My Mary Ooch.” 

So we performed When My Mary does the Hoochymacooch Down at Coney Island. The words were very raucous, considering we were in a church, like “She goes lika dis, lika dat, lika dis” and we went through all the motions accompanying the lyrics—“lika dis, lika dat.” Well, when we got through, there was dead silence. You could have heard a pin drop. Our faces turned red and we grinned at each other, wondering what the hell was wrong. Finally, someone in the back of the room started to titter and pretty soon everyone else began to giggle and then they all broke into a laugh and reluctantly gave us some applause. By that time, however, we had ducked behind the dias and scrambled out the back door. Needless to say, we were never asked back to the social hour at the Baptist Church again. We always wondered what ever happened to that rubber suit.

Occasionally the three of us would still get together and sing at the Y, but gradually our trio died on the vine.

Athletics in universities and high schools in those days lacked the significance that sports enjoy today. You might say they were in their infancy and about to change. None were self-supporting and  funds available for teams were limited. As far as facilities were concerned, the only gymnasium was the one at the YMCA in Bloomington, which was practically new. They also had the only pool in the whole county. Neither the universities at Wesleyan or Normal nor any of the high schools had a gymnasium or a swimming pool, and thus there was no swimming competition between schools. Actually, the only competitive interscholastic sports were basketball, football, and track. Because there were no hard roads, the only schools able to compete were those located along the same railroad.

Many children of that era never went past the eighth grade; a much smaller percentage yet completed high school and went on to college.

The only athletic field in Bloomington/Normal was Wilder Field. A running track circled the football field surrounded by a board fence and a few bleachers on the west side which held possibly 250 people. The bleachers never filled except on Thanksgiving when the football teams of Normal and Wesleyan played each other. Rivalry between the two colleges was very intense, the next biggest rival of Wesleyan being Milliken in Decatur.

I can’t spot the year exactly, but it was either my last year in grade school or my first year in high school when the first ISHA Basketball Sweet 16 Tournament was held. Played in the gymnasium of the YMCA, the Bloomington basketball team won. I still remember all the names of the boys on that team; “Sliv” Huford shot free throws for the whole team (in those days, one man did all the free throwing), “Hap” Harlan played center, Byron Darst was the forward, and Adlai Rust and “Ox” Sutherland were the guards.

The ball was slightly larger than it is today and the bankboards were made of wood. Free throw technique consisted of crouching down to throw the ball underhand with both hands, creating a tremendous amount of backspin when striking against the bankboard and the english on the ball would make it drop into the hoop.

I found a door open to the rowing room on the second balcony during what was supposed to be the last secret basketball practice for Bloomington before the tournament and, as I kept myself concealed, they never did know I was there. I watched “Sliv” Huford complete seventy-two free throws without missing.

One of the teams competing in the tournament was from Pontiac, Illinois, and one of their guards turned out to be my young-boyhood hero (the one who had pulled me out of the river!) Mike Caulkens. I now stood taller than Mike, but he was still the same old Mike, graceful as a deer and quick as a cat. If they had picked all-tournament teams in those days, I’m sure he would have been picked as a guard.

Our old Mudlark team members had much success in high school football, too. Don Russell played quarterback. Bob Hurst switched to fullback, although he used to play quarterback as a Mudlark; Otto Beich was a center, Ned Whitesell made a very good tackle, and Bill Twitchell and Andy Collins were the ends.

Pop never told me that I couldn’t play football, but to make sure I didn’t even try, he informed the new coach that as far as Charles was concerned, football was out. So, that was that! I weighed 120 pounds at the time. That spring, I went out for track, running relays and the quarter mile, but my heart wasn’t in it and I never went out again.

Quite a few lovely homes bordered Franklin Park. The Funks lived on the east side; they and the Brokaw families were probably the wealthiest families in McLean County at that time. Frank Funk involved himself in politics as a Republican just as thoroughly as the Stevensons did as Democrats. One of several old families living on the south side of the park were the Evans. I remember Madge Evans as one of the girls Walter used to date. The Phi Gamma Delta fraternity house sat on that street, too. The only other fraternity at Wesleyan faced the north side of the park, which measured just about the same size as our West Side Park here in Champaign.

Another fine residential area was situated northeast of there, where Rog Getty, DeLoss Lane and Harvey Steigelmeyer lived. That cul-de-sac was almost half-way to Normal. Other really aristocratic areas of Bloomington lined East Washington, East Jefferson, East Monroe, and part of East Grove Streets, although many fine homes of lesser size and district, existed both west and east of Main Street. Some of the homes in our neighborhood were as fine as any in the community. Another nice residential area was located on North Main Street, almost out to Division Street, the line between Normal and Bloomington. The principal family out there were the Harwoods, who had two girls, Helen and Dorothy. They lived in a home with tall southern Colonial pillars. Lois Boulware, a spinster aunt of Hardin Boulware and a gifted decorator, lived out in that area, too.

There were two boys my age I saw at the Y a lot, who used to go to the University High School. One of them was Walter Brokaw Price, a first cousin of Johnny Brokaw. He lived just east of Franklin Park. His constant companion was Joe West, a very popular boy the same age. Walter drove a new Cadillac, and he had more money than he had anything else. He dressed awfully well and had lots of clothes, and he enjoyed riding around in the car. Joe, of course, always occupied the other seat.

Walter and Joe, riding in their Cadillac someplace down around Atlanta, Illinois, near some farms they owned, went to cross the Alton tracks. The tracks, elevated about eight or ten feet at that crossing, were only guarded by an ordinary railroad-crossing marker. Very steep grades led up to the tracks and down the other side. Walter, somehow or other, stalled the car on the tracks just as the Prairie State Express came along, running 70 miles an hour. 

Joe, killed instantly, was found on the engine’s cow-catcher. Walter was thrown clear, about sixty feet down the track. The car was dragged six hundred feet before the train could be stopped. 

The train picked up Walter and backed up to Bloomington. Someone rushed him to Brokaw Hospital (which incidentally had been founded by previous generations of his family).

 Walter looked nearly scalped. He had a cut starting behind his left ear which ran up over his forehead, just in front of his hairline, down the other side almost to the point of his jaw at the other ear. His nose was broken and he had numerous cuts on his face. His shoulder, ribs, pelvis, one arm, and both legs were broken, one of them both above and below the knee. God knows what internal injuries he had. 

Walter stayed in the hospital almost ten months. When he finally came out, he walked with crutches for about three months more. After almost a year and a quarter, he finally began to walk with a cane. He never was able to walk without a decided limp, and always carried his cane after that.

Joe West had been a very popular boy and this accident created a great deal of sorrow. I learned later that Walter felt ostracized because of it.

Another automobile accident that same year involved Bill Shorthose, a local druggist, driving a sporty Stutz-Bearcat. He turned over on a country road and banged up the car pretty badly, but escaped with only minor injuries. It was said at the time that he must have been drinking. Bill was a little unlucky with that Stutz-Bearcat; he had killed a newspaper boy on Main Street the fall before. It wasn’t his fault; the kid had run out between parked cars right in front of him.

Although I didn’t realize it, my circle of friends had begun to change. The only carry-over in friends from the Mudlarks who stayed close to me were Don Russell, and of course, Carl Behnke, a very true friend who never let me down. I began to worry that Marc Deaver was not a good influence for me. He seemed to have a kind of dream-like quality about him, living without purpose. I gradually began to withdraw from him, and, although we stayed friends, he seemed more or less on the fringe from then on.

Obviously, Walter Price felt resentment. I didn’t see why he should because, having known him before the accident, I always liked him. Very alert and smart as a whip; he had a lot of information in his head most kids didn’t even care about. He could talk about automobiles, discussing every make, manufacturing methods and locations, as well as foreign cars. He could talk airplanes and knew engines from front to back. He had a knack for remembering names. Of all the kids I knew, he alone could sit down and talk my language as far as electricity and aviation were concerned.

Not over a year after that, Walter parked a new Cadillac, and his folks a Baker Electric Brougham, in their garage at home. Even I was learning the power of a guy with an automobile, because my parents allowed me, on very, very special occasions, to take the car when I had a date.

In the Spring of 1912 I was a sixteen-year-old junior in high school. My classmates appointed me as one of seven forming a committee to guide our Class of 1913 through its senior year. Donald Bean, a grinning idiot (but as smart as hell) was chairman. Dorothy Woodward tackled the position of yearbook editor-in-chief and Bernard Salzman, a young Jewish boy (also president of the debating society) held the job of assistant editor of the magazine and was responsible for writing comments about the people in the book. I consented to be the art editor of the magazine as well as chairman of the class committees on jewelry and on dances. The latter job entailed hiring the bands and also working with Winnie Kates selecting which school plays the dramatic clubs would present during our senior year. With all that on my mind, I wondered when I was ever going to find time to do any studying. Somehow I would.

Dorothy and I started to cross swords because she didn’t possess a great deal of imagination. She examined recent yearbooks from Normal and our own school (among others) which, after all, looked pretty much alike; pictures of the classes, teachers, class presidents, football and athletic teams, and then a page of jokes. It was a book anyone would peruse once and then lay down and never look at again. Approaching the book from a cost standpoint, she wanted to put out an edition very much like all the rest, selling for $1.00. I had a different idea; to build a book that would actually be treasured and kept for years as a constant source of entertainment. Bernie Salzman agreed with me.

The school librarian,  Miss Emma Onstott,  served as faculty sponsor for the project. I don’t know with whom she consulted, but after a day or so she agreed that if we could put the book out for $2.00, she would give us the go-ahead to publish it.

The printer had enough cream colored enamel coated paper left over from another job to fill our needs which he would use in the job and sell to us cheaply. So our color scheme became a nice cream colored paper inside with a two-toned brown cover. I planned special border effects on some pages, and hand-lettered, Old English type headings and a full page illustration (either a serious drawing for those in athletics, for instance, or cartoons) for every department in the book. For example, one class picture showed a clown walking a tightrope across a deep dark chasm of despair and failure. My illustrations included numerous smaller drawings, cartoons of some of the students who were well known and for that reason easy to cartoon; Bernie Salzman, standing at the head of the debating team, laying it on with his mouth wide open, waving his arms. I portrayed Don Russell, sitting with his arms behind his head in a little old Morris chair I had in my bedroom, dreaming about a beautiful girl floating in a cloud before him. He didn’t even know I was drawing it. I also drew cartoons of some of the faculty but they never were printed; having been ruled out. That project took the best part of nine months, not being published until March of the following year, 1913.

With school almost out, I began to think about a job for the summer. I happened to be in Kleineau’s Confectionery one day, when “Dude” Lehr, my old wireless correspondent from Normal, came up out of the basement for something. He saw me, we got to talking, and he mentioned a summer opening for a driver at the back end of the store. 

“Can you drive a truck?” he asked.

“Sure.” Well, I never had in my life, but I knew I could. 

“If you can, I’ll get the job for you.”

“Well, get it for me.” I didn’t ask him what the pay was or the hours or anything else. It was a job.

I had to show up at the store with the truck at seven o’clock in the morning, do my first delivery by eight-thirty, my next one by noon to one o’clock. The last round started at three, supposedly finishing by five. I had to put my truck up, get some supper and come back. Traffic was always very heavy in the evening. Most of the time, I washed glasses; hundreds of glasses every evening. Every one of them was washed thoroughly in baking soda water, rinsed with hot water and put up on racks upside-down to drain. Although never wiped, they came out crystal clear; never did a spot appear on any of them. Sometime between nine and ten I would be through and could go home. Actually, I worked from six-thirty in the morning ’til nine at night, seven days a week, for $14.00. Would you believe, I had the best vacation job in town!

In the morning, I covered the east and south sides. With the noon runs, I caught the stores, Miller Park, the rest of the southwest side, Stevensonville, and Forty Acres. The three o’clock run covered Normal. The bulk of our accounts, stores, and so forth needed to be serviced regularly every day. In addition, the many special orders for parties and social events had to be delivered ahead of time and in good condition.

I don’t know the capacity, but Kleineau’s had two big cylindrical freezer machines containing ammonia freezing refrigerant in them running constantly from about seven o’clock in the morning until noon, turning out the mush to fill different containers. Packed in ice and salt, the heavily tinned cylindrical containers were loaded into wooden tubs which varied in size according to the number of containers held by each. Heavily tinned lids clasped on over the top to facilitate their use over and over again. The cardboard cylinder of today was non-existent. Most store fountains were built to hold a five gallon freezer. Standard flavors included vanilla and chocolate ice cream; on special order were pineapple, peach, maraschino cherry, caramel nut, mint, and a big favorite—strawberry. The most expensive was tutti-fruitti. When an order would come down about two o’clock in the afternoon for two quarts of tutti-fruitti to be ready by four o’clock, Dude Lehr used to just darn near die. The confection had to be handled just right or ice crystals would form; in that case, it never left the store.

The “Old Man,” as we called Mr. Kleineau behind his back, was very particular about quality. I don’t know how many quarts of real butterfat cream he put in every one of those freezers when making ice cream, but the resulting cream color it had was not from coloring additives, to be sure.

The old man was profane as the devil. His favorite expression consisted of “Where in the hell, goddamn hell is it? What the goddamn hell did you do with it?” His son, Carl, was just the opposite; calm, cool, and collected, and very quiet. The two worked beautifully together, never crossed swords, and seemed to read each others’ minds. Carl ran the upstairs. The old man roamed through the place all day, never missing any detail. He would come out and check my glasses three and four times every evening. He worked hard and expected everybody else to do the same, but all of us knew that underneath, he was a kind, gentle, thoughtful old man.

Kleineau’s owned two trucks, both of them quite well used. One was a Bowling Green, which I had never heard of before. The other was a Brush, which had wooden axles. The Bowling Green, built as a truck, had a fully enclosed cab and body with rear doors that closed and a sheet iron bottom crusted with rust from salt. With the brine and rust combined, in no time the inside of my hands became as hard as any board you ever picked up. My whole palm and fingers were one solid callous. They turned brick red and I couldn’t wash the stain off with soap or any other way; that rust got right into my skin and just would not come out. 

Carl taught me how to develop a rhythm in swinging those big 150 pound, five gallon tubs into the truck, giving a final push with my knee, and I developed awfully strong back and arm muscles. I carried a clipboard with all the delivery tickets in duplicate, handing in the signed originals after every trip.

My first morning on the job, I walked down to the old barn where the trucks were kept, and climbed up into the seat of the Bowling Green to see what it was like. Trucks were several years behind pleasure cars in their ideas and design, and none of them were very large. In fact, most trucks were converted automobiles, the body having been replaced with some kind of truck body. In looking at the truck I had crawled up into, I didn’t see anything familiar. I did find a lever, a pedal with ratchet teeth on it, an accelerator and a brake pedal. There didn’t seem to be any gear-shift lever at all. I removed the floorboards to inspect what lay underneath—I had never seen a contraption like it before in my life. It had a four cylinder engine. Attached to the flywheel in back of the engine was a large flat disk (that from now on I will call a flywheel disk). Farther back was a cross-shaft (jack-shaft), which was common, because most trucks drove with sprockets and chains to the back wheels from a shaft on the chassis. This truck had no transmission whatever, but instead, had a splined jackshaft, on which sat another disk at right angles to the flywheel disk. When pressed up against the flywheel disk, the truck moved forward or backward, depending upon which side of the flywheel disk the jackshaft disk was placed. The jackshaft disk could be moved from one side to the other—of course if engaged on one side (where the flywheel disk was moving down), the truck would go into forward motion; if engaged on the other side (while the disk was moving up), it would reverse the motion of the jackshaft disk and the truck would be in reverse “gear.” 

The truck had been parked with the wheels sitting in four well-worn ruts in the dirt floor, so I had to rock the truck in order to get it free. Finally, with a real hard shove on the pedal (to lock it), I engaged it in reverse to back out. The thing jumped the center over to the other side of the flywheel disk and I lurched out of the barn frontwards, (taking half of it with me), finding myself in some neighbor’s yard full of laundry. There was now a new opening in the barn; loose boards, some of them broken, lay everywhere. 

I finally managed to back the truck out through the barn and get it down to the store. When I went inside to tell Ed about my little incident, I fully expected to get fired. He asked me if the truck was all right and when I said yes, he instructed, “Well, load up.” 

It was all new to me and I had trouble with those big tubs, but the deliveries all went off all right and I finished on time. That night I worked until nine o’clock before going home. Boy, was I tired! Even salt in a couple of blisters I had didn’t keep me awake. 

Getting up at six o’clock in the morning was rugged. It was rough on the rest of the family, too, because they usually didn’t wake up until about seven. 

When I parked the truck that night, I stayed out of the ruts, so I had no trouble getting out the next morning. Two or three days after that, the barn was repaired and the ruts filled with cinders. I never had any more trouble getting in or out of the barn. 

Ten days or so passed and things were going great. I was getting into the swing of the thing, when one Sunday morning out on the east side, as I pulled along side a grocery platform, one corner of the truck let down; the back wheel had come off. The frame and body were twisted so that we couldn’t get the back doors open, and I still had twelve or fifteen stops left to make!

 I called the store and the old man answered. I never heard such profanity in my life, when I told him what had happened. He demanded, “Where in the goddamn hell are you?” When I told him all the circumstances and how many more stops I had to make, he said, “Stay there.” In about a half an hour or forty minutes here came Ed with the Brush truck. He also brought a jack, so we propped up the back corner of the Bowling Green until we could get the doors open and transferred the remaining tubs into the Brush, which was just an ordinary panel-box. The Brush was a one-cylinder roadster which had been converted into a small pickup truck by putting a box on the back, possibly five foot square, maybe a little longer. Powered by a one-cylinder engine, the back wheels were driven by chains from the jackshaft and, as I have told you before, the axles were made of wood with steel spindles put on the ends for the wheels. 

I couldn’t make the time with that Brush that I could in the other truck; I worked clear to six o’clock before I got my deliveries done that Sunday. Those early trucks had no differentials as we know them, although passenger cars at that time did. Trucks were all driven by sprocket chains and jackshafts on the frame and there was a device on the Bowling Green—a coaster brake—which enabled one wheel to turn faster than the other while going around a corner. The axle was a four drive beam axle with sockets in the ends. Melted babbitt leaded (or babbitted) the spindles into these sockets. Running on hard rubber tires on those brick pavements, the constant vibrations in time pounded the babbitt out, loosening the spindle which then fell out. Ray Carnahan down at the garage told me that Kleineau brought that Brush into the garage four or five times a year to get a spindle fixed. 

Kleineau’s had been one of the first to utilize this type of vehicle for delivery in Bloomington because they had replaced three horses and three drivers with one truck. In addition to having the best ice cream in town, they also offered the quickest service. 

The garage found something else wrong with the undercarriage of the truck and as a result didn’t finish the repairs for about a week or ten days. In the meantime, I had to struggle with the Brush, which added a good hour or hour and a half to my day. I seldom got through before six o’clock. 

The railroad crossing on the road to Stevensonville had some branch tracks or another line running off someplace southwest; a coal mine sat just cattycorner from the depot on that corner. There must have been six or eight tracks to cross in order to get to Stevensonville. Well, I had just freshly loaded the Brush and was driving across these tracks. Of course, I had to be in low gear to move slowly enough to avoid knocking and jiggling the tubs in the back. I was just about half way across when I saw a switch engine coming—it wasn’t over sixty or seventy feet from me—and I was on that track! Pulling the lever down on the accelerator, I got the engine spinning just as fast as I could and then pushed in the clutch. The truck made one big heave off the track and then squatted; the back end dropped down almost to the ground. It cleared the engine, but I had broken both back wheels off. The axle snapped right under the coil spring that suspended the body on each end. Here I was, sitting practically in the middle of the freight yard with water dripping out of the truck, tubs leaning at a perilous angle and the ice melting as fast as the devil. I was scared to death besides! Collecting my wits, I went into the depot, borrowed a telephone and called the store to tell them of my predicament. 

It was over an hour before Ed came; this time and he had a Stutz-Bearcat sports car with a box body on the back (instead of an automobile body). It was Bill Shorthose’s Stutz—he had rolled it and now the garage was using it as a service truck. I went from a one-cylinder engine to a six-cylinder ’Cat that would run 70 miles an hour. I finished up Stevensonville and Miller Park and the places out in the southwest in short order, making up some time, and was almost on schedule for the afternoon trip out to Normal. 

There was a street—Fell Avenue—connecting Bloomington and Normal, which at that time had practically no cross streets for about eight blocks. At the Normal end was a hill, quite steep, and the streetcar tracks came in from the right, turning north at that corner, going up the hill. There was a telephone pole on the northeast corner. The streetcar between Bloomington and Normal had double trucks, front and aft. In other words, it had an eight-wheel chassis and I should judge it was a good thirty feet long. I told Ed that the brakes on the Stutz were very loose—I had to begin stopping twice as far back as I normally would in order to keep control of the car and come to a stop when I wanted to. He said, “Well, keep on with it, we’ll get the other truck tomorrow.” 

Now you take a kid fifteen or sixteen years old, astride a Stutz-Bearcat, and a long street without any crossings—the temptation was too much. So Charlie began to open it up. Boy, the exhilaration of going out Fell Avenue at fifty miles an hour felt great! To my horror, as I was about two blocks from the bottom of the hill, the streetcar came over the top. Just as I got there, I discovered I didn’t have ANY brakes at all! Well, you put a streetcar that long cattywompus across the street and the room you have left to get by was nil! I climbed the curb, with tubs a-bouncing all over, and careened around the hind end of the streetcar at fifty miles an hour. I coasted clear to the top of the hill before I could slow my speed down to where I could freeze the wheels against the curbing and get stopped. Knowing the foot brake was practically useless, I reached for the hand (emergency) brake and pulled it back; there was no resistance whatsoever. 

After I finally got stopped, I looked underneath to see what was wrong. What we today call the parking or emergency brake consisted of a band around a drum on the drive shaft. Pulling the brake back normally contracted the band around this drum and locked the car from forward motion, enough to keep it from rolling while parked. The bolts connecting the two halves of the brake band were completely gone—there was no brake whatsoever on the other end of my brake lever. Since that day, you have never been able to get me to drive a car of any kind unless I knew exactly what condition the brakes were in. I also learned a very valuable lesson: it’s better to know how to stop than it is to start. I also learned how to use my gear box to stop. 

I slowly made the rest of my deliveries and then poked along all the way back to Bloomington. I got back at half past six. The next day, the Bowling Green was back in running order and things returned to normal. 

Along about the first of August, my folks began talking about taking a tour down to Missouri to Aunt Ollie and Uncle George Kaufman’s. Pop was finally going to get to use his big duster and leather cap. Son Charles was needed to drive the car. About the only maps available at the time were railroad maps; roads had yet to become numbered routes. In other words, we were going to have to play this thing by ear! Stopping every once in a while and asking directions would be the best way to go. So, I had to quit my job about the middle of August and get the car all tuned up for the trip. 

The Pathfinder had 34" wheels with four inch tires. Air pressure carried in those early tires was twenty pounds to the inch; in other words, a four inch tire carried eighty pounds of pressure. Each consisted of a casing and an inner tube. In case of a flat, you didn’t change wheels, you changed tires on the spot. There were two kinds of tires; the clincher type and the quick-demountable tire rim. Most tires were perfectly smooth and had no non-skid qualities; they only ran about four thousand miles before needing to be replaced. 

We attached a folding rack which would let down onto the back end of the car. Onto this we piled our luggage (covered with a piece of black oilcloth) and on top of that we strapped the spare tire in its own cover. A metal tool box on the left running board contained a pump, a jack, pliers and wrenches, and spare spark plugs. On the other fender was a Prest-O-Lite tank used to charge the cylinders by turning a spark on the dashboard to start the engine. It would work about half the time, depending an awful lot upon the position of the pistons and valves in the engine when it stopped. A generator and a storage battery provided for the electric lights. The sole purpose of the generator was to keep the batteries charged so that lights could be burning with the engine turned off. The best part of the time the car was started by cranking from the front. With no magneto on the engine, the sparks were furnished from the battery to the dashboard-mounted spark coil. The first touring car with electric starter system was a Cadillac made in 1911. 

We started south following the Alton Railroad. We had only reached Atlanta [Illinois], about seventeen miles south, when we had a blowout. After getting that fixed, we continued on to Lincoln where we had to stop and buy a new tire to put on the back which cost Pop $40.00. He like to have died. From there it was on to Springfield, then west to Jacksonville where we stayed all night. The next morning we crossed the Illinois River on a ferry at Griggsville and shortly thereafter came to the Mississippi, where we were poled across on another ferry. We made good progress in Illinois, but after crossing into Missouri, we began to run into some very seldom-traveled roads full of ruts, bumps, and rocks. Some looked as if they hadn’t had anyone traveling on them for weeks. A farmer down the road was standing, leaning against his fence so we stopped and my dad asked him, “Is this the way to Columbus?” The guy didn’t even move. He just stared at us, not uttering a word. Finally Pop said, “Well, you damn fool, if you can’t talk, make signs.” We later decided that he probably never had seen an automobile before. 

Boy, it was hot! Mom and Margie wore dusters and big wide-brimmed hats tied down with veils. I was in my shirt sleeves and without a hat and I began to blister from the sun. We eventually came to a wooden bridge with a sign up which warned: THIS BRIDGE IS CONDEMNED. About fifty feet long, it crossed over a dry creek bed about twenty feet deep. We all got out and examined the boards on the top—it was a trestle type bridge (no superstructure). Posts rose up about every eight feet out of the creek bed, each braced diagonally with rough-sawn slabs of lumber, nailed in place. After a counsel of war, the family decided to get out. I was to drive over, so that if the thing fell in, I would be the only one in the car. Just as I pulled the car in gear to start over, Mom got back in and said, “Son, if you go down, I’m going with you.” So, slowly, we crept across the bridge. Pop and Margie followed over on foot after we successfully made it to the other side. 

About an hour after that, we came to a small town consisting of one store, three or four houses, a church and a school. The store provided some homemade bread and milk, and we still had some fried chicken left over from lunch. We deserved a mid-afternoon snack. 

I needed a quart of oil, but all the store seemed to have was a thick, syrupy oil used in steam thrashing machines. An older man came in the store and seemed to remember a barrel of oil in a back shed which had been shipped to them by mistake. Because it was the wrong time of the year, they never looked at it until the following fall. Upon sampling it, I found the prettiest lubricating oil I had ever seen. I put in a quart and while I had the hood up, the whole town gathered around to look at the automobile. It was easy to tell that they had never seen a car that big and that up-to-date. 

We rested another fifteen or twenty minutes before starting on again and finally blew into Columbus about six o’clock. We hadn’t been on a main road all day. Knowing upon arrival in Columbus we were only thirty miles from Moberly by way of a well-traveled dirt road, we went on. Just at dark, we drove into Moberly. It had taken us two days to drive 285 miles. 

Uncle George and Aunt Ollie lived in a new brick house they had built. Dola and Emil and their teenage daughter, Babe, had a house almost exactly like it built next door. Cousin Carl and his wife, Lennie, lived a couple of blocks away over on another street. Aunt Ollie had put on a lot of weight and both she and my uncle now had white hair.  He now ran his own grocery business and Carl was just starting as a traveling man with a hat manufacturing company in St. Louis. 

Babe was just entering high school, and she made quite an impression on me. A lovely young girl, she had the longest eyelashes and a way of looking sideways through them that was very—how could you describe it? Flirtatious. She had scads and scads of pretty dresses. 

This visit recalled another that Mother, Margie, and I had made by train to Moberly in about 1905. Aunt Ollie and Uncle George lived in a completely different neighborhood, in a one-story rambling house with a big front porch that needed painting. Carl and Margie were about the same age. Dola was somewhat older. Actually, the good time I enjoyed on that vacation was not due to my relatives, but to the neighborhood kids. Professor Goetze lived cattywompus across from the Kaufman’s in a big white house where he operated a school of music on the first floor. His daughter, Amelia, was very pretty and quite an accomplished pianist for a young girl. Her brother, Bud Goetze, played the trumpet very well. Then there was Bill Babcock who lived down the street the other way on the same side. Bill had a billygoat he kept tied out in the side yard. There were at least a dozen more youngsters, but I can’t remember any of their names, as some of them were girls, and girls didn’t count much to a kid nine years old. 

Evidently, a carnival had passed through town that summer and these kids decided to put on their own carnival in Goetze’s back yard. To me, it was the grandest thing I had ever seen. Starting with a ticket booth by the gate, the fun unfolded as you walked into the back yard. The kids had collected all the hobby-horses in the neighborhood and made a merry-go-round. Two marbles paid for a ride, which was propelled by “boy-power.” All the little three- and four-year-olds just loved it. Then they had a popcorn stand and a pop stand. Jack-o-lanterns were strung all over the clotheslines. A pretty good-sized walled tent contained the “crazy house.” Very dark inside, the main part of it consisted of floors that creaked and tipped. In another section the floor went back and forth underneath you. Resident ghosts and cannibals sported curtain rings in their noses. The cannibals all had black faces (but white necks and white hands). You finally exited from the back, down a slide. 

Coming to the “theater” in the woodshed in back led us to the showing of “The Beautiful Alps.” This was Bill Babcock’s production. When the curtain slid back, a miniature panorama of a town appeared with mountains in the background, a bridge across a stream in the middle ground, and streets on each side winding around the base of the mountain which were lined with stores and houses going up its sides. The sun was just rising and the town came to life. People began to go across the bridge; horses and wagons and people moved around the streets on each side. Lights that had been on in the houses went out and it became daylight. The circus came to town and had a parade. The circus wagons, all the animals, the elephants, giraffes and such went across the bridge. Of course, you couldn’t see any of the wheels on the wagons and it was a little jerky, but they all got clear across. Then evening came, it began to get dark, and the houses all lit up one by one. The moon rose and lit up the snow peak in the Alps in the background. It really was quite good; at least I thought it was marvelous. It made a lasting impression on me. 

There seemed to be a lot of grown-up people at this carnival, too. Music played all evening; Amelia Goetze performed on the old organ and Bud played his cornet. Every show had its spieler. Oh, yes, I forgot the sideshow. It featured a bearded lady, a fat man and what they called the rubber man; a youngster who could put his feet behind his head and then walk on his hands. Another neighborhood kid had a little fox terrier who could do tricks, like lay down, play dead, roll over, sit up and walk on his hind legs. We had all seen the dog do the tricks a hundred times, but because he was in the show, it became something special. 

I remember a picnic we went on out in the timber. My mother fell backwards off a teeter-totter, but she wasn’t hurt. Mom seemed so much younger than Aunt Ollie. 

Our month’s stay was over at last and we started home. Arriving into St. Louis in the middle of the night, I remember running to catch the next train as I carried a two-quart bucket of plum butter. The conductor finally lifted me and swung me aboard as it picked up speed, and then vaulted himself onto the last platform of the departing train. I hurried through a coach or two eventually reaching my mother and sister and I still hadn’t spilled the plum butter! I fell sound asleep and don’t even remember getting off that train. 

That had been a very happy summer for me—for once I had many youngsters close to my age to play with, who could do things. I still remember that summer as if it were yesterday; how Carl almost cut Margie’s thumb off fighting over a butcher knife, and Bill Babcock’s billy goat butting me from behind and knocking me down. 

To get back to 1912, Moberly somehow didn’t seem to be the same. None of the kids I remembered so well were around. Nothing happened. Babe was the only bright spot in the picture; perhaps I expected too much because I was used to being busy. 

We took entirely different roads on our way home and arrived without incident. The car performed beautifully. In my opinion, the most fun was the adventure we had on the trip itself and not what we ran into in Moberly. 

Now my senior year in high school commenced and I was very busy. My first drawings for the yearbook were submitted to the engraver. He immediately asked to see me, so I went down to his shop. The man in charge was a fellow by the name of Fred Wascher, who told me I had talent and that I could do some assignments for him on a piecework basis. This involved illustrating special advertisements in the paper for different stores as well as executing very carefully drawn pen and ink sketches of the labels of various canned products for the Campbell-Holton (wholesale grocery company) catalog. 

He showed me by actual comparison how a weak line in a drawing disappeared in the etching process, to draw with a freer hand and not be so tight, to lay in a drawing with the least number of lines, and then how to actually do the drawing with my pen. My working with Mr. Wascher equalled a year’s training in an art school. He looked at everything from the angle of how it would reproduce; my drawings became simpler, more free-flowing and contained much less detail, which, however, was not missed, as the viewer’s eye supplied it when properly suggested by the artist. 

I redesigned the Majestic Theater’s program cover and then did the same for the Castle Theater. The producers, formulating a home-talent minstrel show, approached me to paint the backdrop for one act in their show. They wanted a levee scene depicting a Mississippi steamboat in the water with some clouds overhead in a blue sky. Offering to pay me fifty dollars for the work, the agreement called for them to also buy all the paints and the muslin curtain to paint it on. 

I went to the library and read about steam passenger boats on the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers and made a pencil sketch of my idea of what the scene should be like. After showing it to the stage manager and getting his suggestions, I made another drawing with watercolors. They thought the boat was too far out in the water—that it ought to be closer to the dock. I told them I thought if the boat appeared too close, the wheelbarrows and bales on stage in front of the curtain would destroy the perspective. They finally gave me the go-ahead to do it the way I thought best. 

The muslin curtain was to measure 20' x 12'. I had planned on using calcimine paints for the job (which you could buy already tinted) but none of the available colors would do at all for painting a backdrop. I knew absolutely nothing about painting, and I had only a little over a month to complete the work. 

I finally got Lloyd Eyer, the gym instructor at the Y, to let me set up my scaffold in the gym on Sundays when it wasn’t being used for any other purpose. Using my ladders and a plank, I set up the picture on the running track, hung upright and stretched tautly, the bottom held by a frame made out of light wood. To guard against spills, I borrowed big pieces of burlap for ground cloths (formerly mattress packaging from the store). Knowing the muslin had to be sized, I took a mixture of whiting, LePages glue and warm water and stirred it together. This concoction sized the cloth and made a good, almost-white opaque background on which to paint. The glue made it fast so it wouldn’t rub off. Whiting was the only white powder I could get; white lead and titanium were out because they were never ground in anything but oil. I could buy certain blues, ochres, earth colors and red in powders meant for tinting paint for interior decoration. By using these, I could work up the quantity of color I needed in the colors I wanted. The gym wasn’t used on Saturday afternoon or evening as well as Sunday which gave me a day and a half each week to work practically unmolested on my picture. 

I transferred my drawing to the canvas by marking off squares on the canvas in scale with squares on my drawing. I put in each square what was in the corresponding square in the original drawing and I had a perfectly balanced reproduction of my original sketch. I painted the boat first and then the levee in front. The colors looked beautiful until they dried, but then they appeared faded—not natural at all. The colors were fine as long as they were wet.... I thought. Trading on my experience in what varnish would do to stained wood, I bought a pint of shellac. I varnished the boat first and immediately the colors came back, looking even more realistic and bright. They would carry even fifty or sixty feet away.

 With that problem licked, and with vast expanses of water to paint and background which required no detail, I finished the picture ahead of time. After I had the whole thing shellacked, (it took two gallons of very thin shellac) I had a pretty good backdrop portraying a steamboat chugging up the Mississippi with water splashing from the paddlewheel in the back. I told Winnie Kates (the drama coach at the high school) about painting this scene, so after it was done, she came down to the YMCA and looked at it. 

My work for Mr. Wascher became sporadic. Once in a while, there would be a rush and I would have six or seven drawings to turn out in a week, and other times I would go for ten days without anything. That’s when I worked on the yearbook. Between the minstrel show and the projects I did for Mr. Wascher, I earned pretty good spending money all through my senior year. 

I met a Wesleyan University freshman at the Y who liked to sit down and play the piano there. He could execute all the popular music in a nice, well-measured rhythm; good for dancing. I brought my fiddle with me one day when he was there, so I took out the old instrument and tuned it up. We played for over an hour, seeming to work together very well. His name was Loren (Lonnie) Lewis. I don’t know who said it, but it occurred to both of us at almost the same time: “Why not organize a little orchestra?” All we needed was a bass fiddle player, someone with a good left hand for rhythm. I could play lead when he played the bass, and counter-melodies when Loren played lead on the piano. 

In those days an orchestra depended upon the actual rhythm of the musicians rather than a drum to pound out the beat. Drums belonged in a band or in symphonies. The use of the trap drummer eventually became popular when brass instruments became more readily available. A combination of ragtime beat and blues harmony (that negroes sang in the fields) resulted and amalgamated into jazz music. Brass instruments had been collecting in hock shops around New Orleans ever since the Spanish-American War—left there by discharged Army and Navy band men as they got out of the service. It took fifteen years for those instruments to finally wander down through the population and reach the negroes, who, without training, developed a style of playing all their own. So don’t be surprised that our little band didn’t have a drum. It never even occurred to us; New Orleans was eight hundred miles away. 

Auld & Company won our class ring contract by doing a very smart trick. They took the monogram I designed for the cover of the AEGIS (our yearbook) and turned it into a very handsome 14K gold signet ring selling for $7.50. The class went ga-ga about it because it was different. There was no other school ring to compare—it was their very own. The company told us that for the size of the class, the percentage of sales of that ring totaled the highest they had made from any class for nearly ten years, even including universities. I wore mine until it was absolutely illegible and you couldn’t make out the monogram. 

Winnie Kates and I decided on three one-act plays for the fall show, which gave three different casts a chance to get in the act. The Merchant of Venice was scheduled for January; A Midsummer Night’s Dream for the spring—both comedies from Shakespeare. 

Teenage  Romance

I found my date for the Senior Graduation Dance in the fall. She was as pretty as any girl in town, a beautiful blonde, and a good dancer. Her name was Margaret Marquis, and her folks were connected with the Pantagraph Newspaper. 

School let out at three o’clock and it was quite easy to catch up with some girl and take her to the movies (which were pretty cheap in those days) and then buy her a malt before dinner. That way you could work in a date and still have the evenings for study. I must have dated six or eight girls that winter. Stella Varney was a pretty good dancer, but she would get lost if she got into a conversation that was very complicated. There was Laverna Means, the daughter of a doctor there in town and a spoiled brat. She gave the impression that she was always talking down to you a little bit, but when you challenged her on it, she could become the nicest youngster you ever saw. I don’t know where she learned to dance, but she had learned the man’s part and it was like pulling a bull around the dance floor. She sure wore nice clothes and bore herself with great grace. She had a slow glide to her walk that was kind of “slinky.” 

All Peggy McIntyre needed were some kilts and a couple of crossed swords to dance with. Peggy was a very smooth dancer and a good listener. Boy, did she know everything about everybody! I enjoyed quite a few dates with her on Friday and Saturday nights. We would go to the second show of vaudeville at the Majestic or the Castle. After the show we would order a couple of chocolate malts and some little cakes that came with them, then walk home and hit the house about 11:15. The folks cleared out of the living room and we sat talking for maybe fifteen or twenty minutes. Kissing Peg was like kissing a puppy; there was no reaction whatever. I might as well have gone out and kissed the barn door! She was a very level-headed young girl if I ever knew one.

One morning (I believe it was in March) I arrived at the assembly late and sat in the back. Miss Lewis, who must have been program director that week, introduced a newcomer to school who was going to play the violin. I didn’t get her name. This girl came out and, gee, she was pretty. She stuck her fiddle under her chin and...she played just like Miss Matz! Performing Fritz Kreisler’s Liebesfraud with a verve and a light delicacy of perfect interpretation, her chords and double stops were just as accurate as could be. She followed that with Kreisler’s Caprice Viennois and then Franz Drdla’s Souvenir. The kids would not let her go, so she returned with  a medley of waltzes and semi-classics; Blue Danube and Chocolate Soldier, familiar tunes the kids could relate to, with a tuneful swing and sway that was very graceful. 

Right in the middle of bringing the yearbook out at the time, I forgot all about her until after graduation. I finally met her, learning that her name was Charlotte Burton. I ran into her at the Illinois Wesleyan College of Music, where we both were going to participate in the Young Peoples’ Symphony in August. 

Her family had moved to Bloomington from St. Louis while her father worked in conjunction with a new mail car. As the chief mail dispatcher on the Alton for all the mail trains between Chicago and St. Louis, he brought his family to Bloomington because of the local experimentation with the new mail car, which loaded and unloaded mail while the train traveled at seventy-five miles per hour. The results provided improved distribution of mail, especially in the smaller towns, as the timely cargo could be dispatched on the passenger express trains instead of on the much slower local trains. 

Charlotte’s level of training rated much more advanced than mine. She played first chair violin; I played fourth chair, back in the second row. She lived on the north side of Franklin Park, only about five blocks from the music school. It got to be a regular thing that after rehearsals, I would park my violin over at Sol Benjamin’s (just across the street from the music school) and then carry her violin home. 

Bloomington just seemed to be loaded with creative, talented people. Because there was no large university, (like Champaign had) people were more inclined to do their own producing and Wesleyan’s College of Music became a center towards which a lot of these movements would gravitate. I think we could have organized a very good dramatic group at Wesleyan. 

The yearbook, finally put on sale at the library, was a complete sellout. There were no extra copies. Then came graduation and the Graduation Dance at the Bloomington Club. Don Russell, Bill Reed and I were “triple” dating and I had the car. Ashton’s ten-piece orchestra (at a cost of $90.00) furnished the music, but they stopped immediately at twelve o’clock. The six of us loaded up and drove through Normal, out on the road toward Lexington which paralleled the C&A Railroad. A bright full moon, a beautiful night,  a calm balmy breeze, and we were rolling along singing everything we could think of. On our way back, we all became strangely silent. My date,  Margaret,  speculated, “I wonder where we will all be a year from now?” 

All those precious high school years were gone for good. By the same time the following year, the six of us would be scattered to the four winds. 

The Aegis
Charles Everett Lindsay Keck

Charles exudes originality and cleverness from every furrow in his brain. Variety is the spice of his accomplishments, chief among which is Art Editor, Aegis, 1913. He has played in the Orchestra and sung in the Glee Club, and talked in Debating Society, and helped on the Stage Committee of the Senior Play; but if we would find him in his element, see him as Bottom, a tramp fiddler, a love-sick Frenchman, or Peter Spyke in bloomers and with a pathetic “Oh, Gertrude,” or better yet, in a burlesque of Mark Anthony’s speech, for we like him and enjoy him best when he enjoys himself as he does in these ways. (Dramatic Club, ’12, ’13, Senior Play, ’13.)

Already there were rumors of tension in Europe between the Kaiser [Wilhelm II] of Germany and Franz Joseph of Austria. 

I was seventeen and about to embark upon my first serious teenage love affair. I also was to add materially to my source of revenue. 

The Albe boys conceived the idea of renting the Pavilion dance hall in Miller Park on Friday and Saturday nights, hiring an orchestra, and selling tickets at the door for the dances. They made two mistakes: 1) they hired the wrong band and 2) they charged $3.00 a couple. As a result, they never drew more than twenty-five couples and the band cost them so much, together with the rental of the hall, that it became unprofitable. 

Lonnie and I went to the manager of the Pavilion and made a proposition to rent the hall for five Friday evenings in a row and (as the hall was usually dark on Friday nights) we got it for $10.00 a night. A whole week before the first dance, Ray, Lonnie, and I all sold tickets around the YMCA and Descheler’s Cigar Store, but only to people we knew. We sold lots of tickets after telling the prospective customers who else was planning to attend. Our first dance attracted fifty-one couples at $1.50 per couple. Lonnie, Ray and I furnished the music which everybody seemed to enjoy. After paying our rent and taking out our expenses, we still had sixty dollars to split three ways between us. We immediately went to the manager, signing on for five more nights. Before the summer was over, we had run fourteen dances. 

We never sold tickets at the door and I would say that at least three-fourths of the kids who attended our dances that summer were repeats. The management opened the fountain downstairs so the kids could get refreshments. Everything went along fine until the Union began to complain; a non-union band playing at the Pavilion! Fred Ashton, who was next to the president of the company, George Goforth, told him, “No way that thing will work with a Union band playing at scale and requiring five men. Forget about it.” Good old Fred, who had helped me pick out my fiddle, kept the wolves off our backs. 

I kept on making drawings for Fred Wascher at the engraving company, and, of course, big special ads like sales for July 4th, Memorial Day and Labor Day called for large special drawings. I remember one; a cannon shooting down prices. Another, for Livingston’s, was full of firecrackers. Those tedious drawings for Campbell-Holton products, their bottles, cans and jugs; I began to draw much over-sized in order to produce the detail they wanted. When reduced to only cover a corner of a page, these drawings looked almost photographic, being so accurate. They took the most time and the most pains, but they didn’t pay the most money. Work for Livingston’s and Klemn’s (the department stores) and Wooltex paid the nice money; $15.00 sometimes for one image.

So between my two jobs, drawing and playing my fidddle, I was getting along great as far as spending money was concerned.

I began to date Charlotte in both daytime and evenings, especially on Saturday and Sunday nights. I even got Don Russell to date her, and escort her to the dances on Friday nights at the park, so that I could have a couple of dances with her. Of course, Don was her partner most of the evening. 

I learned that Mrs. Burton, Charlotte’s mother, was more content when her daughter accepted a date with someone besides me once in a while. She was completely different than Charlotte, who even looked like her dad. Mrs. Burton had a tremendous possessiveness about her. She was very ambitious that Charlotte become a concert violinist and they had just poured barrels of money into her musical education. Leopold Auer in New York auditioned her; she studied with Ysaye in Cincinnati and with Lichtenstein in St. Louis—the best possible teachers available anywhere. She was losing interest in her work, simply because there was no one in Bloomington nor at Wesleyan who measured up to teaching her. Charlotte told me repeatedly how there was just no challenge for her there in Bloomington and that she was not putting the time in on her work or practice or making any advances. 

All this didn’t help me with Mrs. Burton. Because Charlotte wasn’t putting in two hours of work on her violin every day, her mother thought it was because of me. The only visibility she received was in school recitals. An occasional solo at one church or another wasn’t exactly the kind of exposure that would lead to any publicity. 

Charlotte had mastered the piano, too. Sometimes when she was over at our house, she would accompany me on our piano as I played the violin. Even with school out, she soon became acquainted with all my friends and began to pick her girlfriends from the same circle. Because she could play almost any tune by ear on the keyboard, she could attract a bunch around the piano almost at will, but she was also smart enough to know when to quit. 

While living in St. Louis, the Burtons had been great friends with a family called the Doctor Upshaws, who had a son, Paul. For some silly reason, Mrs. Burton got the idea in her head that after Charlotte finished her career as a concert violinist, she would marry this Paul Upshaw. Paul and his mother came to Bloomington to spend a couple of days at the Burtons and I met him. He was a sandy-haired kid with pimples and kept his hair plastered down with Vaseline or something. I took Charlotte and Paul down to the Castle Theater one Saturday afternoon for a matinée performance. Charlotte sat between us. She leaned over twice during the performance, whispering in my ear, “I can’t stand him.” 

Paul was destined to go away and study medicine, to follow as a successor to his dad. It would take from six to eight years before he would become a professional, and since reaching the top in the musical world is never easy, I thought Mrs. Burton was counting her chickens before they were hatched. After the Upshaws went home, whenever I would ask Charlotte about them, she would say “I’d rather not talk about it.” 

Charlotte was much closer to her father than she was to her mother. As Mrs. Burton’s antagonism toward me kept growing, our meetings began to be more clandestine. Our favorite meeting place was in the library where we could go off in a corner behind the book stacks and sit and talk by the hour, examine the books, or where she would read poetry to me. Alternately, I would take her up the block to the Castle or the Majestic Theater to see a show. I began to bring her out to my house where she was always welcome; Mom took to her right away. Charlotte made cute little hats and almost all of her own clothes. Mom related to that more than she did to Charlotte’s ability to play the violin. Sometimes when no one was home we listened to records or she played the piano, or we would raid the pantry. I gradually discovered that Charlotte had been shielded all her life from people her own age (who might influence her activities, detracting from the long hours of daily practice expected of her). Charlotte was innocent but not ignorant. Anyone who was as voracious a reader as she was, certainly had come across the facts of life someplace. 

In August, the Symphony played successfully in the Great Hall at Wesleyan University, requiring a repeat performance. My first experience with a big ensemble thrilled me—I really enjoyed it. Something struck me as fine and mysterious about playing with others and making great music. The study of the bow was precise; the violinists bowing together, all moving up or down in unison. It took hours of practice to learn to play as soft as a whisper, to coordinate the repetition of the melody passing from one section of the orchestra to the other, to perfect the forte-forte passage with the fiddles and the high strings singing out over everything. 

During rehearsals, Charlotte almost became the concert master. Time after time, she turned around in her chair, showing us how to finger certain passages, so that our phrasing sounded as if we all were just one violin. Charlotte became another person when she held a violin and a bow in her hands, full of talent and dexterity. One was awed by her terrific concentration. Ysaye had dubbed her his “little girl with the big tone.” 

Mentally, Charlotte was very mature for her sixteen years. Her training and study provided a broad education in music; the composers, the arts, the opera, and even the graphic arts, which would compare very favorably with a major in college. 

Under that lovable, soft spoken, laughing, pretty girl, projected a feeling, purpose, emotion—still deeper; a rebellion against her mother for having denied her those things which any growing child needs to feel complete. She possessed remarkable self-control, as it was only when she touched her violin that those deeper emotions came forth. It was only then that you caught a glimpse of the turbulence raging within her being. I was completely fascinated by this complex, intellectual, artistic, honest and affectionate female who so filled my seventeen-year-old mind and my day. 

In late August, Wesleyan College of Music scheduled its Grand Opera, slated for production before Christmas in the new Chatterton. A ten-year-old opera, The Pipe of Desire, was chosen as a gesture of support for a young American composer (whose name I can’t remember). The story portrayed the destruction of a young man who renounced God and cursed Him. Henry Eames of New York (of the Julliard School of Music and the Metropolitan Opera) was to rehearse the opera in its final stages and direct its performance. George Marton was to conduct the orchestra and Winnie Kates the stage lines. Charlie Keck prepared to paint some special stage settings, principally for the act where the tenor brings the curse of God down upon himself. 

The scene contained a small plateau amongst the mountains, many boulders, gentle slopes, and a low mound in the middle of the stage. My involvement was Winnie Kates’ doing, on the strength of looking at that steamboat picture drop I painted for the minstrel show. I backed away from this new assignment, wanting no part of it. Even Margie, who thought her kid brother could do almost anything, had her doubts about this. Charlotte was enthusiastic; she thought it was great. She just knew I could do it. 

Marton and Miss Kates told me they would get me all the help I needed. Like most operas, the scripts didn’t describe the scenes too much in detail, but left a lot to the imagination. What in the hell did a small plateau in the top of the mountains look like? Winnie Kates confidently replied, “Oh, Charles, you’ll think of something.”

I had a lot of things bothering me. It didn’t take much of a seer to know why I didn’t want to go away to school. Secondly, with the coming of Labor Day, the dance jobs out at Miller Park would be done, and I had to figure out some way to replace that considerable factor in my spending money. I would be entering college at seventeen, and I yet didn’t know what I wanted to do.  

From the time I was twelve, I began to see a relationship between physics, electricity, and chemistry. For lack of a better name, I dubbed it “electro-chemistry.” How right I was. It never crossed my mind to think of making a future out of music, the theater, or drawing. I knew there were plenty of other people who were just as talented or better than I was. I had turned every hobby into something I could make money out of. I believe that I could have been a good architect. I knew that I would never be happy in any field where I wasn’t creative. To have the satisfaction of creating something from my own mind and hands was a very strong driving force within me. 

If I was going to do the scenery in this opera, I wasn’t going to do it in the clumsy way I had painted that steamboat picture. I read up in the library on painting. I talked to Mr. and Mrs. Maxwell at the paint store, and Mr. Maxwell said he thought he could mix colors in the quantity I would need and we could dry it using a solvent of linseed oil and turpentine. 

We made arrangements to build the scenery on the stage of the theater. The stage carpenter was hired to help me; I think they actually saved money by doing so because he made flats and stretched canvas so much tighter and the frames so much stronger and lighter. When we sized this canvas with flat white paint and used a different brush for each color, I found out that in blending them on the canvas, I could get my shades and values better and much quicker. I didn’t start on my project until after I had enrolled in Wesleyan, shortly after Labor Day. Everything was finished and ready quite a while before the troupe finally moved to the theater for the final rehearsals. 

College

At Illinois Wesleyan University I signed up for Chemistry, Rhetoric, English, English History, and second year German. That totalled sixteen hours’ credit and it took me a month to finally get my time arranged so that I could get things done. The head of the Chemistry Department was Dr. Homberg. I was lucky to get him in the lectures. The only subject that gave me trouble was German. The professor was a Professor Parlin. Parlin’s system of teaching was so different from Mr. Schuster’s classes in high school; actually Parlin was boring. In Mr. Schuster’s classes the minute the period started, you never heard a word of anything but German. It was Herr Keck or Fraulein Smith, and after the first three weeks, we began to read German stories. You picked up grammar by osmosis. You learned German by the sentence, not by the individual word. Mr. Schuster’s classes were exciting and fun. We didn’t read a single thing in the German written passage in Parlin’s classes. He strictly stuck to German grammar; present tense, past tense, future perfect, past perfect, pluperfect, but after you had it, you didn’t know how to put it together. Actually, I knew less German after my semester with Parlin than I had when I started. He was a lousy teacher. 

I took no math, because I had taken all they offered in high school and maintained a B or better average all the way through. Outside of that one semester of German, my high school courses had prepared me pretty well for college. That was the only C minus I ever got in college. Parlin knew I didn’t have any use for him and he hated my guts. He was not rehired the following year, so I guess I was not the only one who found fault with him.

My bicycle tires were worn out. I couldn’t find any 30" bicycle tires anywhere, and no one seemed to be willing to order any. So I had to hoof it to the university, twenty-two blocks from home. My classes started at 7:00 in the morning. Margie had been doing it for years and she had had to hurry so many times to keep from being late that she developed a dyspeptic stomach. She couldn’t keep her breakfast down. That condition bothered her for years. 

With Charlotte and I both in school again and our hours not corresponding too well, it got so that we couldn’t see each other every day, so we began to write notes to each other. We managed to keep on seeing each other three or four times a week. 

I didn’t make a great deal of effort to get acquainted with my classmates at Wesleyan. Most of them seemed to be older and lots of them were from smaller towns around. The boys didn’t wear the kind of shirts that were “in” and they wore wrong kind of neckties, and they would combine tan shoes with a blue suit. It was only gradually that they learned how to dress. The girls were the same; they didn’t have the right clothes; they didn’t do their hair right. They were well-scrubbed, decent kids from small towns. 

Along about the middle of December we moved. Dad bought a house on East Howard Street and had it remodeled. At last we had a garage, but the basement was low so I took my tools down to the store and stored them. I never had my workshop on Howard Street. I gave the glider to Carl Behnke. The following year, he towed it on the inside of the racetrack at the Springfield fair, pulling it with an automobile. Carl (who was by now a senior in high school) and I hardly ever crossed paths anymore. 

Our new home was much closer to the school. In fact, I was only three and a half blocks from Franklin Park and about eight blocks up to the university. The east corner of the park on the way to school was within a block of where Charlotte lived. The house was in an older neighborhood of mostly retired people. I don’t think there were any other teenagers within two blocks. If there were, I never met them. 

I got $75.00 for drawing the tracings for a hand-powered vacuum cleaner. They had to be drawn a certain way because they were going to be sent to the patent office in Washington. That was the first thing I had ever drawn in the way of a drafting project. They started making the product in Peoria, but not too long after that the first electric vacuum cleaners came out, so I don’t think it ever got very far. 

I also began to experiment with wash drawings for the engraving company, because half-tones reproduced better on slick paper and were much more profitable for the engraver.  I learned that I could thin India ink with camphor and distilled water to get the different shades of gray needed to make half-tone pictures. Wash drawings were added to my pen-and-inks as a source of revenue.

Finally, it was time for the troupe to move into the theater for their final rehearsals. Professor Eames came along from New York and took charge of the orchestra and the stage. Because they couldn’t find an adequate tenor in the school, they hired a young student tenor out of Chicago for $300.00 plus his expenses, but he had to furnish his own costumes. They sent him the score, but I don’t think he did his homework very well, because Eames had an awful time with him. The opera was in English. There are certain vowel sounds and consonants in English which are not the easiest things in the world to sing. 

The plot of the story, called The Pipe of Desire, told of how a young man’s sweetheart died. So saddened, he renounced God and cursed Him; denying God’s existence. There was a mixed chorus of about thirty and a basso, who seemed to always go around telling other people what God would do, sort of a Moses figure. Of course, lightning struck this young fellow down, and Moses sang a bass solo; “There is a God whose laws are unchanging; man must learn to never disobey.”
Well, at dress rehearsal, a ramp that came in from right center stage with approximately 4000 pounds of people on it gradually caved in. One woman was hurt so badly she couldn’t participate in the show. The next night we had to rebuild the ramp, making it stronger and wider. 

Most of the costumes were Swiss style; leather britches, suspenders and William Tell hats (with a feather on one side) for the men. Women were in bonnets. But our hero, the tenor, showed up in a tan suit resembling a collared Dutch Buster Brown suit so that he looked like the Burgermeister cigar ad. He wore no hat at all. Instead of slippers with buckles, he had on a pair of oxfords with extension soles, so that he clumped when he walked around the stage. 

In the big aria where he denounced God, he had to hit a C above the staff, and the word he had to sing was “curse.” When you say the word “curse” you notice how tight your throat is; it is axiomatic in singing that the higher the note, the higher in your head the note must be placed. You try to sing a high C with an “rr” to it, and it ends in disaster. Charlotte suggested to Winnie Kates that they change the word to “damn”, but Eames would have no part of it. He said there were too many people in the audience that go to church and “damn” was a swear word. They finally solved the thing by the orchestra playing so loud that you couldn’t hear him. The drummer beat the hell out of the kettle drums. There was supposed to be lightning and thunder right after that “curse” anyway, and we had a long sheet of galvanized iron in the back that we rattled for thunder with the kettle drums and we blinked the lights for lightning, so I guess the audience thought that was all part of the show. 

We watched the rehearsals so many times that we could see many mistakes made and cues missed. Actually, the only thing that was any good was the orchestra. But by golly, the theater was full for both performances. The writeups in the paper were less than charitable; they were horrible. One paper placed the blame where it really belonged; on the agency which sent that yokel down to sing. You can bet Eames would never come back to Bloomington again.

It was now getting into winter.  The year was 1913. Although I went down to the Y, it didn’t seem to be quite the same. There were a lot of new faces. Occasionally, I would see some of the old gang. One fellow in particular with whom Charlotte and I struck up a new friendship was Walter Price. 

If you were going to take a girl anywhere in the winter, you had better have some kind of a closed conveyance to take her in. Walter, bless his heart, had that Baker Electric with the flower vases in it. It meant double dating. I think maybe Mrs. Burton was a little bit impressed by having an electric Brougham drive in front of her house and pick up Charlotte. Walter didn’t have a steady girl and sometimes the combinations that we got!  If the two girls didn’t know each other, well.... That just gave them a chance to get better acquainted. 

Friday and Saturday night dates were easy to arrange. The theaters were dark on Sunday, so a Sunday tryst to the library was about the only option left for us. With the coming of Spring, we began to meet once in a while after she finished school at three o’clock. It was really much more convenient to bring her out to our new home than it had been when we lived on the west side. 

I turned eighteen. Lonnie and I booked Miller Park again for Friday nights. Since the crowd we were going to shoot for was a little older, we raised the price of tickets to $2.50. We were still getting the ballroom for $10.00. I managed to save a couple hundred dollars, but it had taken me nearly a year and a half to do it. I kept it in an old collar box in my bedroom. 

There was lots of hard money in those days and the paper money was much larger—twice the size of our present paper money. $5.00, $10.00, and $20.00 gold pieces were used very commonly for birthday gifts. Paper money with a gold or yellow back were guaranteed by the same amount of gold in the treasury; real gold and silver backed every paper dollar in circulation. You could buy good black Illinois soil at $50.00 an acre; a whole square mile of good farm land for $25,000 or $30,000.

Sol Wilson, the bill collector for Keck Brothers Furniture, worked afternoons on the floor at the store. Five days a week of mornings, with his bicycle, he would cover the two towns, section by section, on regular collection routes. I took a notion to go along with him one morning. This day we went south on Main Street, clear down to the tracks and then turned east on Moulton Street. The second and third blocks were well-known by everybody as the “Red Light District” in Bloomington. Sol pedaled up to the curb in front of one of the largest houses. It was a deep maroon color and two stories high. I got off and followed him up the steps. He rang the bell and pretty soon a woman dressed in a kimono came to the door with a cup of coffee in one hand. Sol said,  “Hello, Kitty.”

 I followed him inside. The house smelled of stale cigar and cigarette smoke and beer. Two girls were sitting on a couch with curlers in their hair, drinking coffee. Kitty was Kitty Williams, one of the biggest operators in the District. 

She asked, “Who’s the kid?” 

Sol explained who I was, and we shook hands. She offered me a cup of coffee, which I refused. All of a sudden, I noticed that Sol and one of the girls had disappeared. Kitty told me to sit down, that Mr. Wilson was transacting some business, and then she left the room. The other women left, too, so I was sitting there alone. Well, I waited and waited and I finally got tired of waiting, so I got up, walked out on the front porch, and sat down on the steps. It must have been another five or ten minutes before Sol came out. We made another stop at the Midget. He never even went inside. Then down to another place called Leona Harris’s. We went on out Vale Street. He worked the houses south of Vale, and we came in about 11:45 to the store. 

Sol told me on the way back, “I don’t think I would mention this to your dad if I were you.” 

So instead I mentioned it to Uncle John! 

Uncle John just chuckled and said, “Sol has been taking his collections out there in trade ever since he has worked here.” 

I had always wondered why Uncle John kept a complete wardrobe of clothes on the second floor of the store, in a small room next to the toilet. He had several suits, top coats and hats, shoes and a chest full of underwear and shirts. In the medicine cabinet in the toilet, he had two razors and soap mug and shaving soap. He could do everything but take a bath in there; change clothes several times and never have the same thing on twice. About twice a month, he would leave at about 4:00 on Friday and be gone until noon or so on Monday. On these long weekends, he went to Chicago. You don’t buy furniture in the wholesale markets on Saturday or Sunday. There was no question that he was seeing some female or females, leaving Kate to shift for herself. My dad, who went to church every Sunday, secretly deplored all this. 

Uncle John traveled from store to store, looking after the employees, coming back into Bloomington around the middle of the morning or noon . He would at that point begin to tell the employees what to do. When they told him that Frank had already assigned them some job for the day, John would say, “Well, never mind what he said, you do what I say.” 

John and Kate still lived in the same house that they had moved into when they first came to Bloomington. When Pop and Mom finally bought a home of their own, it started Kate on  another rampage. 

I can’t recall even once ever seeing John and Kate in public together and it was very seldom that she came near the store. 

Frank and John were planning a new store in Lincoln and got into a battle about it. They began to fight about everything. Frank had invested in the business, as John had, and he was not about to take a position subordinate to John. I am sure there must have been something more to it than that, but Margie and I never could find out what the real reason was. 

Finally, Frank went to John and said, “I want out. I will either buy or sell.” Here were two men, neither one of whom had ever gotten past the eighth grade, who had nonetheless built a highly successful business of six stores. Now they were pulling apart the very thing they had both worked so hard to establish. They finally both agreed to call Mr. Akers, who had retired on the West Coast and lived on the island of Catalina, to come East and act as a referee in dividing the business between the two men. 

Mr. Akers decided that since John had been in Bloomington first, he had the first choice of the Bloomington store. Both men wanted it because they both lived in town, and were established there, but Frank had lost round one. It was settled by John taking two stores, Bloomington and Streator, and Frank taking Pontiac, Monticello, Clinton and Champaign. Since those four stores represented a larger investment than the Bloomington and Streator stores, Dad had to assume an obligation of $15,000, to be paid to John within a year. 

Pop immediately decided that Champaign would be the headquarters from which he would run the other stores. It was all very upsetting for Mom and Pop and Margie and me to have Pop gone all week, sometimes for two weeks at a time. It made evening social engagements for Mom and Pop almost impossible. 

I taught Margie and Mother both how to drive. Mom would go to bridge clubs and take ladies out to ride of an afternoon. Dad had never learned and as a result, had to use the interurbans and the trains to get from one store to the other. The rail connections were not the best. 

The first time I took my dad to Champaign, I drove all the way. Between Leroy and Farmer City, we encountered water across the road for a quarter of a mile, extending back into the fields on both sides. The only guides we had were the fenceposts on each side. The crossing held water, so we thought it ought to have a bottom. We very carefully picked our way through the water all the way across and made the trip in two hours and a half. The trip in later years took a scant fifty minutes. I remember when I drove Mrs. Frank Funk’s Stoddard-Dayton to the Leroy Fair, a cloudburst came up about four o’clock in the afternoon and it turned the road between Leroy and Bloomington into a quagmire covering seventeen miles. 

One day, Charlotte told me that her dad wanted to see me. I asked why. She told me she didn’t know. 

“Is it something I’ve done? Is it something we’ve done? Is it because of your mother?” 

I didn’t know what to think.

I called Mr. Burton on the phone and met him at his office in the post office building. He was sitting in his swivel chair at his desk. He got up, walked over and shook hands with me, then told me to sit down as he went back and sat down in his chair. He pulled Charlotte’s yearbook across to him and said, “I see you did all the artwork in this. It is very good.” Well, I knew he hadn’t asked me to come in to talk about a yearbook, but I kept quiet. He tried to make another start. “Charlotte tells me you play the violin very well.”  I said, “Not nearly as well as Charlotte does. I’ve only had about two and a half years of training, off and on. There aren’t too many good violin teachers in this town.”

He seemed awkward and uncomfortable, but finally he turned around in his chair and looked right square at me and said, “Charles, when Charlotte became interested in you, Mrs. Burton wanted me to look into your background.”

 I couldn’t help but let out a “Well, thank you!”

Seeing that he had rubbed my hair the wrong way, he tried to mollify me by saying, “I have watched you and Charlotte together and have been very much amused and pleased that you seem to have so much fun together.” I agreed.

A little more seriously he continued, “How well do you two know each other?” 

I looked right at him and said, “Mr. Burton, we know each other very well. We have shared our hopes, our desires and our fears and I think an awful lot of your daughter.” 

He asked, “Did you know that you are the first boy that she has ever kept company with?” 

I could still see that he was having a tough time, and I began to suspect that Mrs. Burton had put him up to this. I said, “Mr. Burton, I just turned eighteen last January, and Charlotte seems to have an awful lot of confidence in me. I am careful to keep that confidence.”

He changed the subject.  “Do you expect to do anything with your talents—drawing or violin?”

 I told him that I had a job with the Interstate Engraving Company  drawing advertising material, and about our three piece orchestra and having the dances out at Miller Park. When I told him the details, he just laughed and laughed and laughed. He said, “You are making more money with your violin than Charlotte is.” 

Then I asked him, “Why doesn’t Mrs. Burton like me?” 

He said, “Charles, Mrs. Burton doesn’t like anyone who interferes with Charlotte’s music. She thinks that Charlotte has her mind on you more than on her music. She can’t get used to Bloomington and she can’t wait for me to get through with this mail car business, so we can move back to St. Louis.”

I asked him how the mail car was coming along. He told me that a lot of things were yet to be worked out, after which there would be a period of testing by the railroad, and then finally a contract let to build more of them. When that time came his job would be done and they could go back to St. Louis. 

I somehow had always known that Charlotte would never finish her life in Bloomington. I told Mr. Burton that his wife was wrong about Charlotte and me; that Charlotte had told me repeatedly how Bloomington held no challenge for her. She was not making any advancement in her work and had not had a recital since she had been here, much less a concert. Honestly, I didn’t think Charlotte was as eager for a career as she was to please her mother. It was very obvious who ran the Burton family. 

Pop came home one weekend from Champaign and told us that he had been notified by Mrs. Russell, his landlady, that she planned to convert the store building into a theater. At the end of his lease, which was coming up soon, he would be given an extra ninety days in order to make arrangements to move. He looked all over Champaign trying to find a suitable location and came up dry. Ross Mattis, his banker (who happened to be across the street), offered to build him a building next to the bank on some lots he owned there, if Dad would furnish the plans. 

I told him that if he would get the measurements of the lot, tell me whether I could build on the bank wall, how much space was needed in the back for loading and unloading and how much space he wanted (how many floors), I would draw his building, and make the tracings and the blueprints. 

He got me what I needed on the next trip and I went to work. Within two weeks, I had planned the two story building. The first floor featured display area across the front . A skylight in the roof shone clear down through a well in the ceiling of the first floor, so to save on electric light bills. My plans included a work space in the back by the loading dock, an elevator, an indoor toilet, and office space in the rear.  A staircase led up to the second story display rooms.  Mr. Mattis engaged Wynn Stullman as contractor and the building went up in 90 days exactly as I had drawn it. The rent totaled $275.00 a month and Pop was tickled to death with his shiny new store. I designed a vertical sign to be made in porcelain to go out over the sidewalk. That sign hung there for the next twenty years.

Sol Wilson had been appointed as Manager of the Monticello store by Uncle John. A scandal broke one night when he ran his car off the road and had someone else’s wife with him. Dad fired him and put in a new manager at Monticello. 

Three months after they dissolved the business, Pop paid Uncle John $7,500.00; half of what he owed him. The stores seemed to be doing alright, but Pop was just plain unhappy having to jump around from one store to another. He had to keep a room reserved at the Beardsley in Champaign and at the Phoenix in Pontiac. Somehow he always managed to get in and out of Monticello and Clinton on the same day. As a result, he didn’t devote as much time to those two stores as he did to the two larger ones. 

Some of the grub found in these small town restaurants wasn’t anything like what you got by putting your feet under Mom’s table. Pop’s weight went down to just under 200 pounds. 

One time when Pop was home, I was talking to Mom and Margie about being unhappy with Wesleyan University. I planned on only going there one more year and then transferring to a larger school where I could get the kind of training I wanted in engineering. My dad spoke up and said “You’ll do no such thing. I want you to study law.” It seems that Judge Benjamin, whom I had met two or three times (and sold newspapers to often), told my dad that I would make a good lawyer. I think Dad finally realized that if he had engaged a good lawyer at the time of the division of the property in the partnership he would have come out much better. 

There was nothing further from my mind than being a lawyer. I couldn’t imagine sitting in an office lined with books that nobody ever looked at, waiting for clients to come in. Dad and I argued all that weekend. But I was bound and determined that I was going to take engineering and make my own career. The next weekend Dad came home and said, “Charles, if you will study law and you still want to go through engineering school, I’ll pay for that, too.” 

In spite of my desire to take an engineering course in college, I still didn’t have any idea how I was going to finance it, for I had never expected my Dad to pay for my college education. He was actually willing to spend as much money on me as he had on Margie. Gosh, if I didn’t have to worry about a job while I was in school, I could get through both courses in six years. I already had one year behind me, and I would only be twenty-four when I got through with both of them. I knew if Dad made the bargain with me he would stick to it, but I still wanted to think more about it.

In the spring of 1914, the School of Music put on The Pirates of Penzance. George Marton and Winnie Kates ran the show, and with everybody helping we regained a lot of the self-respect we had lost in putting on The Pipe of Desire.

With the coming of good weather, I didn’t see as much of Walter Price. Charlotte and I went back to our old habits, frequenting the library, the movies, vaudeville, some friend’s house or our new home on Howard Street. 

The dances that summer had paid very well. It was the last Friday before Labor Day, and that night would be the last dance. Charlotte and I came to our house on Howard Street about four o’clock that afternoon and no one was home. Charlotte sat down at the piano and started to play a song of Margie’s, humming the melody. The words were all written in Italian. 

    Now, I had a 10" x 16" bristleboard drawing I finished the previous evening on my drawing board. It was for a Labor Day Sale for A. Livingston & Son, and would bring me $15.00. While she was playing, I thought I would slip upstairs, get the drawing and also change my shirt, collar and tie, and be ready for the dance that night. I was standing in front of the mirror, fastening my collar, when I noticed the music had stopped. A slight noise behind me made me turn around, and there was Charlotte, standing in my bedroom door. Now, she knew as well as I did that the upstairs was off limits to the two of us. I said, “Charlotte, if someone would come in while we are up here, they might get the wrong impression.” She said, “Would it be the wrong impression?” As I turned around to the mirror again, she walked over and stood beside me. As she looked in the mirror at me and at herself, she said in a low voice, “Let’s get married.” 

I thought to myself, My Lord, has she lost her mind? Mrs. Burton would never consent to her marrying me, and my folks and I had never even thought about it. I thought a boy had to be twenty-one in order to get married. If he wasn’t old enough to vote until he was twenty-one, he sure in heck wasn’t old enough to get married. Just then I heard the car crunching on the stones in the driveway, and I grabbed Charlotte and shoved her out of the bedroom door and down the stairway. I knew Mom’s habits. She would park outside the kitchen door, leaving the car sitting in the driveway for me to park in the garage, then come in through the kitchen. We made it downstairs. Charlotte went over, sat down at the piano, then reached up on top of the piano to get her little turban (she had made it herself) which was so cute. After Mom came in and said hello, I went back upstairs, got my drawing, and asked Mom’s permission to take Charlotte home in the car and get downtown to Interstate Engraving before they closed.

I still had not answered Charlotte’s question. I drove downtown to Interstate, delivered my picture, then slowly  drove Charlotte home. 

Neither one of us had said a dozen words. There is a jog at Center Street, just before you get to Franklin Park, and I pulled up to the curb, out of sight of the park. I turned to her and asked, “Did I understand what you said; ‘Let’s get married’?” 

Without looking at me she answered, “Yes, I did.”

“Do you think your mother would consent to that?”

To which she replied, “If we were married, it wouldn’t make any difference what she thought.”

Wow! I thought awhile, then cautiously said, “Have you and your mother had another row?”

She turned to me. “Charles, what’s the use of going on the way we are?”

 “Well, Charlotte, you’re getting me a little mixed up. One minute you say  ‘Let’s get married’, and the next minute you say ‘What’s the use of going on’?”

She was so wound up and so pale, even her lips didn’t have much color in them. There were tears in her eyes, and I could tell it was taking every bit of courage she had to expose her feelings this way. I couldn’t think of a thing to say. I was totally unequipped to handle a thing like this. If I said the wrong thing, I would hurt her very deeply. 

I tried to explain. “Charlotte, I have thought a long time, ever since I talked to your Dad, about this. He asked me where it would lead. There didn’t seem to be any answer, but I was willing to accept almost any conditions as long as I could see you. Now I am going to drive around a couple of blocks, let you settle down, and then I am going to take you home.”

It was beginning to get dark now, and I was late. On the way back home I kept thinking, I knew I was right, but somehow or other, I had let Charlotte down. To make matters worse, I got chewed out for being late for supper, and on top of all that , the last dance was that night.

Shortly after Labor Day, I enrolled at the College of Law of Illinois Wesleyan University. The faculty of the University Law School was composed of active practicing lawyers and judges, who approached Law from a practical angle. Some of my professors were: Hal Stone, the Master and Chancellor teaching Contracts; Wayne Lietz, the District Attorney, teaching Criminal Law; Lesley for Torts; and Jake Lindley on Blackstone. 

My four courses ran five hours a day, five days a week. Classtime was solid from 7:00 a.m. to noon, leaving me all the afternoon and evening to study for the next day. 

On the first day of class Hal Stone said, “Gentlemen, the practice of Law is 10% law and 90% common business sense. No matter how much law you know, if you don’t know how to apply it with common sense, you will never be a good lawyer.” 

Lietz was great at getting arguments started in class, then leaning back in his swivel chair with a grin and letting the talk go on, just merely interjecting a word or two once in a while. 

Jake Lindley was a character. He was at least 70 years old, practically bald (just a few stray hairs left on top), with ill-fitting false teeth, and a nose that almost touched his chin. He wore a mohair frock coat, a brown cutaway vest, a black string tie, and a starched shirt and collar. He had long legs standing in a pair of congress gaiters. (Those were expensive, square-toed, soft kid leather shoes with a cloth top that resembled a pair of gaiters, or glorified spats, very neat fitting and comfortable.)  Mr. Lindley chewed tobacco, and there was a knot hole in the floor, just at the far corner of his desk. When he would start out on one of his wandering dissertations on some phase of Blackstone, he would put the fingertips of both hands together, with his fingers spread, lean back in his chair and reflect awhile with his square spectacles down at the end of his nose, then suddenly, he would sit up and spit without looking, and he almost always hit that hole! Over the years though, he had missed it enough times that there was sort of an anthill around the opening. 

Now, I had read enough Chaucer and John Dunn and such writers that Blackstone’s quaint English didn’t bother me very much. For those who are fighters for civil rights, the history books don’t give the detail that you find in Blackstone about man’s struggle for self-determination, the right to worship as he pleases, and the desire to be secure in the sanctity of his own home. I found Law far more interesting than I thought I would. The mental process needed is much different than that required in the study of history or the reading of English literature. Most of all, it was common sense applied to the conduct of society. 

Charlotte enrolled at Wesleyan as a special student. She proficiencied out of Rhetoric and English Literature, and took four or five hours of other subjects, but most of her time she devoted to her work at the Wesleyan School of Music. She was studying arrangement, two concertos, and helping out teaching violin when Mr. Hursey, the regular teacher, was indisposed. He was not well. 

I would pick her up at the music school and we would find an empty practice room, or we would go across the street and sit in a booth at the confectionery store and dawdle over a drink for an hour or two, or stroll uptown to the library. We were both pretty miserable. I was the only boy she had ever known well in her life. It seemed to me that she, in her inexperience, was willing to cast her lot with me until death did us part. We both knew that if we kept on, we would finally reach a point of no return. It could end in calamity, perhaps disgrace, and the only thing that restrained us was my promise to her father that I would bring her back as untarnished as the day I met her. It was just something that we were going to have to hammer out for ourselves. 

Secretly, I began to see that I was really no good for Charlotte. She was willing to give too much, and I had too little to give her in return. I confided in her one day that I just wasn’t right for her and was causing her too much trouble at home. I reminded her that I had six years of college still ahead of me, and suggested that perhaps I should just bow out of her picture. She reacted as if I had hit her in the face with my fist. I was a stupid ass. I had said the wrong thing and had hurt her terribly. She thought I was wiping my feet on everything she valued. 

I explained, “Charlotte, please don’t misunderstand me. Do you think I want to do this? I do this simply because I think so much of you. It is like cutting off my right arm. Please understand.” 

But she continued to look at me as if I were a complete stranger. She said nothing all the way home, and when we reached the front walk she turned and, without even looking at me, said, “Goodbye.” 

We never spoke to each other again. She carefully avoided me. She would not answer the phone, and I could not reach her through Winnie Kates, who had been our only confidant. Winnie knew by then that there was something wrong, though she never asked any questions. When I would catch her looking at me, I knew she understood. My God, I felt like I had killed somebody. I wished I was dead. 

And so, a beautiful, exciting, innocent affair of the heart between a young girl and boy came to a cool end that left a deep scar on both of us. For months afterward I brooded about it, wondering what else I could have done. Perhaps it was best, the way it happened.

Lonnie, Ray and I had become pretty well-known for our dance band work out at Miller Park. We began to pick up some odd dance jobs for small parties, usually eight to eleven o’clock in the evening, for which we charged twenty dollars. If they wanted us to continue to midnight, it cost them an extra ten dollars. 

My work with Interstate was fairly steady and my finances were ample. I could even save some. 

As we got into our law courses a little deeper,  I began to have to read more, but I found the Y pretty dull during the week because everybody else was in school as well. 

My sister Margie had finally secured a chapter of Alpha Gamma Delta, composed of a group of girls she had organized at Wesleyan. One of them, a sophomore like me, lived on the way between my house and school. Her name was Helen Strickel. She was two years older than I, and an A student. A lot of times we would come to school together early for seven o’clock classes.  Her sister, Louise, was studying for her Master’s. 

Helen was petite, wore clothes well, and, as I discovered later, was probably one of the best dancers I ever danced with. I first met her when she was a dancer in the first act of The Pipe of Desire. I wrote to Margie and told her I was dating one of her sorority sisters, but she did not find out who it was until she got home at Christmas. It wasn’t exactly dating; it was kind of an on and off affair. Even Mom stopped wondering what had happened between Charlotte and me. She was naturally curious and actually worried about our split-up. I finally told her we had just had a fight and quit, but when she stumbled upon the realization that I didn’t want to talk about it, she didn’t say any more. I never did tell Margie, but I think Mom must have, because she didn’t seem to be surprised that I was dating another girl. Helen was good for me, but somehow it wasn’t the same. That deep regret wouldn’t go away. 

Alpha Gamma Delta was having a pre-Christmas dance and the girls were inviting their boyfriends. Helen invited me. Now, as I said before, Helen loved to dance, and I am sure the only reason she asked me was because she knew I was a good dancer. Out at Miller Park, I had found out that a girl who was a good dancer wanted a partner who was a “take charge” guy who could lead like he meant it and telegraph with his arms what he was going to do with his feet.  That was my first college dance. 

Except for a two-step and a waltz with Margie, I danced a straight program with Helen. I splurged for a cab to bring her home, and when we got up on the porch and I was thanking her for the “forty-’leventh” time for a beautiful evening, she put her face up and kissed me. The next one was for real! 

The cabbie was sitting out there taking it all in! What was it that Juliet said? “Parting is such sweet sorrow.” I paid the cabbie and felt very much the man about town as I walked the two blocks back home, where Margie was waiting for me, and we “post-mortemed” until two o’clock in the morning. 

Margie’s date had been Gene Couchman, a senior Law student from Lawrenceville. A year or so later he wanted to marry Margie, as had Art Morris, and also a third fellow, Harrison Myers, a wealthy young farmer who lived south of Bloomington. I don’t know whether Margie would ever have been happy as a farmer’s wife, but if she had married Art Morris or Gene Couchman, the way they turned out, she might have had a very happy marriage.

I passed the Law exams easily and with good marks. I signed up for a second semester with Bills and Notes, Agency, Personal Property, Constitutional Law and the last half of Blackstone. 

Winnie Kates received permission from the board of the school to build a new stage, complete with new curtains, footlights, toplights, and a flyloft. It was to be in the Great Hall of the University, so that the Dramatic Society and others could have an adequate theater for their productions. (It was not a Music School project.) They had given her an outside figure to work with. The final plans and project would have to be approved by the board before any actual construction began. 

Winnie wanted to know if I would undertake it; to write up plans for all the different building materials, estimate costs of wiring (which had to be a union job), design the complete switchboard, the tackle needed in the loft, as well as plan sandbags, ropes, and at least three sets of scenery, order paint and everything else needed for a complete operating theatrical stage. It had to be thorough and complete because if some item were left out that would cause the budget to come up $300 or $400 short, it could wreck the whole deal. I told Winnie, “I don’t know whether I can do this or not.” 

She said, “Yes, you can.” 

Where she got all this confidence in me, I don’t know. But the fact that she had confidence in me gave me confidence in myself. 

The Society wanted the new stage done in time so that they could have at least one play before the end of the term. Well, I went up into the hall with a fifty-foot rule and I drew and measured and drew and measured. I finally found a way to get up into the loft over the ceiling, which was forty feet above the floor. The loft lay covered with black dust which had been accumulating for Lord knows how many years. There were only three small circular windows, one in each wall. I had to crawl around up there with a flashlight and map every girder and beam, so we would know just where every fly and backdrop had to be suspended. There was no floor up there, only wide planks laid crossways off the rafters. Between the rafters you could see the lath and plaster that formed the ceiling, and the room below. I didn’t stand up very much because I felt safer on my hands and knees. I was just filthy when I got through. 

I needed good help, and I found just the guy I wanted in the club. His name was Earl Duff. He was a farmer’s son who had learned carpentry by building barns. I made him foreman of the job. He recruited other help as he needed it. 

The new stage took off about five rows of chairs in front, but the theater still seated about 450 people. 

I went up in the loft one afternoon to check my measurements as to where the front curtain would hang. There weren’t more than two or three people downstairs in the hall. I inadvertently stepped backwards off one of the planks and fell down through the lath and plaster. I would have fallen clear through to the floor forty feet below if I hadn’t been caught under my armpit on one side and my elbow on the other side by a rafter. A big gob of plaster about two feet wide and four feet long fell to the stage floor; it must have weighed at least fifty pounds and made an awful racket. There I was, hanging through the ceiling with my legs and my behind in such a position that I couldn’t get my knees up or otherwise get any leverage to extricate myself to climb onto the planks again. When I found I couldn’t get out myself, I yelled for help. Someone realized what had happened and was on the way up to help me. By laying some boards out to get on the other side of me, they finally managed to lift me up and get me back on my feet. If I hadn’t been turned so that one armpit caught—well, forty feet is a long way down!      

By the end of February, the stage, curtains, front curtain and the fly loft were all done, but we still had no scenery. I had learned a lot about how the scenery was put together by working with a carpenter at the Chatterton. I learned how to miter the frames and finish the corners to be perfectly smooth front and back. That way we could cover both sides of the frame and use the same frames for two different sets of scenery. 

So, we had the frames made and the canvas stretched, but couldn’t go into any more detail because we had no play. Then the Society announced the play they were going to produce,  Elevating a Husband, which had been on the boards in New York for a solid season two years previously. It was a play that had made a man (I believe his name was Robert Mann) famous on Broadway. 

The play pointed out the hypocrisy of those who live in this country, enjoy its liberty, free speech and wealth, and yet take advantage of that to decry our culture and pull down our government. Against this background theme was the story of a married couple, he in his early forties, she in her thirties. He was a product of an immigrant family from the west side of New York, a bootstrap successful importer. She was his Hudson River Drive wife who, enthralled by the “parasitic intelligentsia”, tried to remodel her husband to be at ease in the drawing room, brilliantly discussing the philosophies of Nietzsche, Schopenhauer and even Karl Marx along with all the other crazy philosophies prevalent at that time. In the final act, the man threw all these people out of his house and walked out on his wife. It started out as a light comedy in the first act, but the last act was very dramatic. 

Winnie Kates called me to her studio and said, “Charles, I want you to play the lead in this.” On top of all the stage work, she wanted to pile the lead in the show on me. She said, “Charles, in the try-outs, there wasn’t anyone who can play this part, and I can’t afford to run another try-out and possibly come up empty-handed again.” She had used that tune on me so many times before: “You can do it.” So, on top of everything else, I now had rehearsals, and it seemed that during every rehearsal, something would go wrong over on the stage. 

I had no idea how a Westside New Yorker talked, so I invented a phony German accent, to accentuate the crudity of this husband with a heart of gold, but short on knowledge of the finer things in life. Perhaps you have heard me say, “Give me a small demitasse of cafe-au-lait, without any milk.” That was typical of his efforts to speak the drawing room language his wife so desired, and which he tried to do to please her. 

I was just 19 years old, but I felt like I was 100. I was always tired. I would go to classes without cracking a book and doze off in every lecture. I had an awful time learning my lines because I couldn’t concentrate, and I had a dozen cues where I entered from one door to another. I would miss one entrance after another. I just couldn’t think of all the mechanics of the production and do justice to a part that required me to be on stage at least 75% of the time. I told Winnie, “If I blow this, it’s your fault.” I really popped off at her, but she gave me that wide-eyed, “I’m helpless, save me” look and I would go out and go at it again. 

Winnie couldn’t have been more than ten or twelve years older than I. She had a peculiar magnetism that gave me a crush on her dating back to my freshman year of high school. This little bundle of dynamite, with her big blue eyes and her hair, which was never quite in place, could manage people without their even knowing they were being managed. Winnie, I don’t think, ever stopped to look in a mirror, but it didn’t make any difference how that mop of hair stood on top of her head. No one would ever call her beautiful, but she was darned attractive. 

Dress rehearsals went horribly. In the second act, I missed a cue and left out three minutes of dialogue. I had two entrances from the same door within five minutes of each other and I left out the first scene completely. 

The next night the play went on. The Lord help us! Surprisingly, the paper the next day gave us raves about the miracle the Dramatic Society had created in the old hall at Illinois Wesleyan—the large, well-lighted stage, the improved acoustics, the lovely stage settings, the smoothness with which the scenes were changed, and then concluded, “Miss Kates has succeeded in assembling an exceptionally talented young group of players who carried a difficult play with distinction and conviction, and with a special mention for Miss Collins and Mr. Keck.” Then, “The new facilities will afford the University a pleasant place for any forensic or musical presentations in the future.” 

At home, I fell into bed and, except to use the bathroom, never left it until Monday morning. After being in such a tizzy for as long as we had, it took a long time for us to unwind and come back down to earth again. I now had a lot of catching up to do with my studies. I borrowed Henry Watkins’ notes and boned up on all the stuff I had missed, and eventually got back into the swing of classes. 

It was now nearing the end of the term, and we “lawyers” decided we would play a prank on Jake Lindley. One Thursday, we all came to class with a chew of tobacco and something to spit in, and took our usual places in three rows of tablet armchairs. There were about fifteen chairs in each row. After class settled down and Jake had spit for the first time, the fellow in the first chair on the left facing Jake spit, then #2 spit, then #3 spit and it continued down the first row, then back up the second row, and down the third row. Jake never even let on. Well, we were about fifteen minutes into class when Jake asked Red Dudley in the back row to develop the Divine Right of Kings. Dudley, as he stood up, swallowed his mouthful of tobacco and then mumbled something about how the king could do no wrong, then sat down again and began to turn green. Jake spit again a little later and the same routine went on, but when it got about halfway down the first row, Dudley had to get up and leave the room. Still Lindley didn’t let on. The spitting went on. Spit spit spit. 

About six or seven minutes later, Dudley came back in and sat down. Jake sat up in his chair. Looking at us back and forth, with his specs on the end of his nose and biting on his false teeth he said,  “Gentlemen, you all know that I chew tobacco, and therefore, I cannot object to you young men chewing tobacco as well. I think that it is a nefarious habit. But now, gentlemen, I must insist that if you chew tobacco in class, you must spit in your turn.” This old fossil with the sour face still had a razor-sharp mind and a gift for repartee that must have stood him well in court! 

A week or so after that, we had exams (which I took with my fingers crossed), and surprisingly, I did about as well as I had done the first semester. The term was over, school was out and I never went back. 

As I look back on those school years I spent in Bloomington, I recall so many things that I have not mentioned in these tapes. I remember the three or four trips my father took me on to Furniture Market. After the Fourth of July, buyers would come from all over the United States, Great Britain and the Continent to look at the new samples and select their stock for the coming season. The furniture markets in those days were much more primitive than today. The Chicago Market consisted of a bunch of buildings, many of which could hold an exhibit, located in the 1300 and 1400 blocks of Wabash and Michigan Avenues, south of the Loop. Beck & Mills, the large furniture jobber, was the farthest north in Chicago. It was there that I found out that the centers of manufacturing were in New York, Michigan, Wisconsin and Northern Illinois. There were also some cheaper lines made along the Ohio River in Indiana and Kentucky. Rockford, Grand Rapids and Buffalo were the homes of the best furniture manufacturers. All the carpet mills were in New York State and Massachusetts. 

Houses in those days were built with hardwood floors which were kept polished and waxed, over which were usually laid various kinds of rugs or imported Orientals. 

We stayed at the old Palmer House, which dated back, I think, even before the Chicago Fire. At the turn of the century it was the most famous hostelry outside of New York City. The large rooms, with ten foot ceilings, were furnished with Baroque furniture of the 1880s and 1890s, including marble washstands and dresser tops. Each room had a long hall with a bathroom and toilet at the end, a sink with hot and cold running water (exposed plumbing underneath) and one or two convenient towel racks fastened to the wall. Newer hotels had grown up all over the Loop, but the Palmer House had its State Street location, within walking distance of all the big department stores and theaters, and the trade which had stayed with them for years and years still came back to them when sojourning in Chicago. 

I enjoyed these trips because my Dad and I would always go out in the evening with some salesman or another, who would buy us a lovely dinner and take us to the theater where one of the current off-Broadway hits was playing. I can remember when there were horse-drawn streetcars in Chicago. A very special treat was when Pop would take me to Berghoff’s, down the street a bit and around the corner from the Palmer House, where you could get a good steak dinner for sixty-five cents and almost a quart of dark beer for a dime. Sometimes you had to share a table with the funniest people, but in the atmosphere of the Berghoff, you were talking to them in a few minutes as if you had known them for years. 

Before our furniture business split, if I were in the store and everybody else happened to be busy, I would wait on the customers, trying to hold onto them until someone else could take over. One day Kitty Williams came in to order a mattress and had one of her “girls” with her. She couldn’t have been any older than my sister. She told me to give the order to Sol Wilson and he would know exactly what she wanted. I thought, “I just bet he does, too!” 

Then there was the time I set the car on fire. I was trying to keep it from freezing, so I put a lighted electric light bulb underneath a heavy lap robe on the hood. An hour later, the lap robe took fire and burned all the varnish off the hood and the fenders. That cost Dad a bundle to repair, because he had to have the car repainted and revarnished.

One summer, Don Russell and I visited Bruce Garrett out at Danvers, 10 miles west of Bloomington. He lived in a beautiful old Victorian square brick home with a cupola on top. The house was lighted and heated, and they cooked with natural gas from their own well, which Bruce said had been there ever since he could remember. Out in the backyard, in an open space, was a small standpipe from which a foot-high flame burned, acting as a pop-off valve for the well. We never did learn of any other natural gas wells within thirty miles of Bloomington in any direction. 

While we were there, box socials were held at the nearby country school house. Each gal in the area would fix up a fancy lunch with cake and candy as a dessert, pack it beautifully in a box, wrap it like a Christmas present and put her name on it. Then the lunches were auctioned off. If you spotted a pretty girl you wanted to escort home, well, sometimes the price for her package came pretty high. The Schriberts had all kinds of carriages and horses, and it was no trick at all to rig up a horse with a two-seated carriage to take your newly-acquired girl home. I must say that the country girls were way ahead of their city cousins about life. One doesn’t grow up on a farm with horses and cows and chickens and pigs without acquiring a lot of knowledge denied a city girl. 

By now it was June of 1915; seven months of the year left. A lot of things could happen in seven months. 

Some counties had begun to oil their roads in the fall, and, as a result, the road between  Bloomington and Pontiac was oiled for about thirty-five miles all the way through Lexington and Chenoa. About a third of the road was oiled between Bloomington and Champaign, but those roads between Monticello and Clinton were just as dusty in dry weather and muddy in wet weather as ever.

Lonnie Lewis had always been a loner and we never knew what he ever did with his time, except when we were working. Ray and I had always managed the ticket selling because we only  habituated certain locations where our friends regularly gathered. After two years at Wesleyan, the faces at the Y had changed almost completely, and I didn’t have the group to work to sell tickets that I had previously counted on. Moreover, they had raised the rent on the dance hall pavilion for that summer, so we decided that we had best not try to rent it for our dances another season. 

We enlarged our orchestra to five pieces, adding a saxophone and drums, and booked some jobs at Towanda and Danvers and out at the Downs, but the money we made there was nothing like that $18.00 to $22.00 apiece we earned when we played those dances at the park. 

I still did my drawings for Interstate, but I had a lot of time on my hands. Because Dad seemed to like it, I began to take him back and forth once in a while to Champaign or to Pontiac, sometimes staying overnight. Of course, in the conversations we had while traveling, I began to learn what made my father tick. He was a very proud man. He almost seemed to be ashamed of the fact that he hadn’t had a formal education. That fact seemed to give him an inferiority complex, which kept him from attempting new endeavors. Mom and Dad had been through an awful lot of tough times together and she maintained complete confidence in him. He had learned to depend only upon himself in those times, and it became a habit that stayed with him his entire life. 

Pop had long since paid off Uncle John in full. Although he hadn’t been penalized financially, the way the partnership had split up had hurt him personally, bruising his self-confidence. He would admit that to no one, and I think tried not to admit it even to himself. I have often thought that if my Dad had finished at least two years of college education he would have gone farther in life. Time proved that he was a better businessman than his brother, and that, in the trade, there were very few men more highly respected than my dad. 

One time we drove to Pontiac and stayed overnight. I found that the Chautauqua was on, so I walked out there to see what was happening. The park was only about nine blocks from the store and the scene looked pretty familiar. The boat dock had been enlarged a little. The pavilion looked the same. I didn’t see any other new buildings to accommodate new restaurants or things of that sort. The exhibition buildings were all the same. The tents didn’t seem to be quite as numerous; maybe that’s because when I was smaller they just looked bigger. 

Our store had a display; a tent with outdoor furniture. Across the street or aisle from there, on the bank of the river, stood another tent full of young people. I don’t remember any of them except a Bessie Moon. She had a pretty face, but the mind of an eighth grader. I met one of the Baker twins. I hadn’t seen him for nine years, and of course we had both grown up in the meantime, but I still recognized him. He knew my face but couldn’t remember the name so I re-introduced myself. I asked about some of my old friends, and he knew about a few of them, but not many. I learned that Miles Kaufman was in Chicago, training at the Southside YMCA to become an athletic director and a secretary and manager for a YMCA somewhere. 

Later, I drifted over to the west side of the camp near the boat dock. I looked out across the water. It wasn’t over 150 yards to where that boy had drowned.  Then I noticed a canoe paddled by a young blond fellow. With him sat a girl with the loveliest blonde hair I had ever seen in my life. The sun behind them created an aura about her head as lovely as anything you could imagine. I asked some children on the dock who she was, and they told me her name was Edith Lambert. This was the first glimpse I ever had of her, but I knew I just had to meet her. When they docked, I waited awhile and then I introduced myself to Pace Paree, who was the boy in the canoe. Later on I wangled an introduction to Miss Lambert. 

Up close, she was as pretty as anything I had ever laid eyes on. She was slim, with pink cheeks and a riot of corn-yellow hair; when she looked at you and smiled she had the cutest grin. Her eyes almost closed when she laughed and she had a low voice, almost like a boy’s. We must have talked half an hour (there were other people around as well). I asked her if she had anything to do that night and when she said she had no plans, I suggested we meet at the pavilion at 7:30, when the program was scheduled to start. We would attend the program, and I would see her home afterwards. Well, she accepted! 

I skeedaddled back to the hotel and cleaned up. When I got back to the Chautauqua grounds, I didn’t have to wait long. There she came, and she had also changed clothes. I don’t remember a single thing about the performance that night. All I did was sit and gaze at her (when I thought she wasn’t looking). Her hair was not yellow at all: it was gold, and she had a hair-do that I later learned was called a Psyche-knot. She also wore a “dip” on her forehead. These I learned were trademarks of her hairstyle. 

For some unexplainable reason, I so wanted this girl to like me. Now, I had met lots of girls and I don’t remember ever worrying whether they liked me or not; I just took it for granted that they would. 

It began to mist about halfway through the program, and by the time it was finished, it was raining steadily. Now, for the life of me, I can’t remember where, but we must have borrowed an umbrella from someone. The show over, we found a food tent and went inside and each had a malted. She then took my arm and we left the Chautauqua grounds. 

I was delighted with the easy way she slipped into the rhythm of my stride. We walked along the north bank of the river up to the shoe factory, crossed the suspension (we called it the “swinging”)  bridge, then followed a wide gravel path. As we walked along, I learned that she didn’t live in Pontiac, but in Chicago, and that she was in town with her mother, visiting her aunt. She was soon going on down to Saybrook, Illinois, to stay on a farm with another aunt. I learned that she was a year younger than I. She had no brothers or sisters, and her father had died when she was a baby. 

I told her about myself; that we had a store in Pontiac; that I had driven my Dad up here, and had just incidentally happened by the Chautauqua. I suggested that since Saybrook was not very far from Leroy, and that my band was playing a dance at the Leroy Fair on Friday, (where the world-famous daredevil Lincoln Beachey was going to fly his airplane upside-down) if she just happened to be at the fair that day, I would try to show her a good time. No comment from her. That subject seemingly flew like a lead balloon, so I changed tack and made her promise that if I wrote to her, she would write back. I wanted to hold onto this young lady and increase my knowledge of her. Gee, did I want her to like me! 

We finally reached her aunt’s porch and we stood there, as there was no place to sit, both of us still holding onto the umbrella. After talking a little while longer, the talk began to run out and I leaned over real quick and kissed her on the mouth. Smack! I never got hit on the jaw harder in my life! 

I apologized profusely, but I was thinking to myself, “By golly, it was worth it!” After an uncomfortable silence, we finally began to talk again, and after another round of good-byes and thank yous, I watched her open the door, enter the house, and shut the door behind her. I kind of skipped off the porch, walked over to Mill Street, crossed the bridge, and went up to the south side of the square, then east to the Phoenix Hotel. I don’t think my feet were touching the ground any part of the way. I didn’t know it then, but that was the luckiest day of my life. I had just met the girl who was to become my bride! It was the beginning of a love story that covered sixty-six beautiful years; the end of which is yet to be written. 

As soon as I arrived home the next day, I wrote her a short note, reminding her of the Leroy Fair, and kept my fingers crossed, hoping that maybe she might show up. I don’t know how she managed it, but she got some swain who lived out in that area to bring her to Leroy. He went off to look at the cows, pigs, cattle, chickens and bakery goods and to gawk at Lincoln Beachey flying upside down. He may even have watched some of the horse races, because Edith and I didn’t see him all that day or evening. 

We had something to eat and then the time came for us to go to the dance. I must confess that I didn’t do a lot of fiddle playing that night. I was mostly down on the floor, dancing with Edith. Lonnie and Ray were all excited because I had found a new girl. 

Edith had to start for home about eight o’clock because they had quite a ways to go. Her “swain” probably had milk cows waiting for him when he got home. I got her address in Chicago and made her promise to write. I knew somehow that this girl was different. She had a quality about her that I couldn’t describe, but I knew it was good; some part of her character was special. It was just there. I had no idea how I would get to see her again, but I knew that I would.

Edie recalls:

We went down to the Chautauqua, where people would put up tents and live in them for a couple of weeks in the summer, attending programs or  listening to speakers in a big auditorium every day, or concerts in the evening. You rented a tent, furnished it, moved in, and lived out there. It was quite the thing to do. 

My mother’s sister lived near there on a farm, so we went to see her and go to Chautauqua. While we were out there one afternoon, I was introduced to this young man. I had been out in a canoe on a date with a boy that I knew in Pontiac. His family had the paper there, the Pontiac Leader.  Charles was  down there visiting from Bloomington, where he lived, as they had a store there in Pontiac. He was out at Chautauqua and saw me, and asked to be introduced to me. He said I was the most beautiful blonde gal he ever saw. I was a decided, natural blonde. (I never used anything on my hair, never have.)  So I was introduced to him, and had a date with him one night, then I was going back to Chicago and he  promised he would keep in touch...well  I’d heard that before!  But he did keep in touch with me. 

Champaign and the 
University of Illinois

A Clinton man approached my Dad about buying the Clinton store. He wanted to set up a son-in-law in business. Dad told him that he had not thought of selling the business, but that if the man would make it worth his while, he might consider the idea. He made a nice bonus on his lease, sold his accounts receivable in full, and made about a 20% over cost profit on the furniture. Also, the sale was for cash! Dad, rid of the most difficult store to service, could now better devote his time to the other stores. 

The furniture competition in Champaign consisted of Mittendorf & Kiler on Main Street, Walker & Mulliken around the corner on Neil Street, M.J. Patterson on Neil Street opposite of what is now the City Building, and Walter Moorehead where Cliff Lloyde is now. Robeson’s was in a building which faced Neil Street. Things were soon to change. Lou Mittendorf retired, leaving a nephew in his place. Walker died, and Mr. Mulliken (Wally Mulliken’s grandfather) retired too, so that concern went out of business. 

There were five banks in town. The First National, owned and operated mostly by the Harris money, was located where it  is today. The Champaign National sat across the street just west of the J.C. Willis Department Store; across the street south next to Jake Kaufman’s place stood the Illinois Trust and Savings Bank. Around the corner on Neil Street was the Commercial Bank and Savings. Located on Neil and Church on the north side (next door to our store) was the Trevett-Mattis Banking Company, owned by those two families. 

A great rivalry existed between the First National Bank and the Champaign National Bank as to who had the biggest commercial accounts in town. Robeson and J.C. Willis banked at the Champaign National. The First National Bank, not to be outdone, brought in a young man by the name of Wolf Lewis and set him up in business in a new store building, I think built by Morrisey money, on Neil Street. Lewis’s now became the largest department store in town. Trevett and Mattis maintained a large farm trade and loaned out insurance money. 

A streetcar system ran from Urbana to the west side of Champaign, following Church Street clear out to the Mattis farm, now called Mattis Avenue. Church Street was the longest street west of Neil Street in Champaign. Paved with brick, the curbing went as far as the Phillippe residence. The curbs rose eighteen inches high, built to accommodate old-fashioned carriages, making it easy to get out of a buggy. The curbing was hewn from slabs of sandstone; some of those slabs formed the front steps of our house on John Street. There were no paved streets north of the “Big Four” tracks. Prospect Avenue was paved only as far south as the Country Club entrance. The entire Club was surrounded by corn fields, except for Armory Avenue. As the Club at that time had no swimming pool or tennis courts, what is now the western half of the grounds had been planted in corn. 

Charlie Kiler and F.K. Robeson were good friends of my Dad’s. It was no uncommon sight to see F.K. sitting up in the front of our store with my Dad, discussing the events of the day and business in general around town. Charlie Kiler also used to drop in, either on the way to work or going home. Sometimes he would come by about five o’clock in the evening and say, “Frank, I’ll help you close up.” Mr. Kiler had two nephews to whom he hoped to leave the store when he retired. One of them was the Mittendorf boy, and the other was named Quincy Kiler, a brother’s son. 

These families seemed to control the finances of Champaign and Urbana: the Greens, Buseys, Harrises, Burnhams, Trevetts, Mattises, Phillippes and Morrisseys. They all came from pioneer stock who had settled in Champaign County years ago, kept their land in the family and added to it, and had become wealthy on the unearned increment of the land. Bear in mind, there were no inheritance taxes and no income taxes in those days: what you earned, you kept. These pioneers had moved to town and retired here, and it was their children who became leaders, controlling the destiny of Champaign at that time. 

The University of Illinois enrolled 7,500 students in 1915, half of whom belonged to fraternities or sororities. The other students lived in rooming houses in Urbana or on the east side of Champaign. Construction soon began on dormitories to accommodate the rapidly increasing population of the school. Before that though, there were very few apartment buildings and no dormitories in either Champaign or Urbana. The two towns were made up of single-family residences, some of them very lovely. 

It was difficult for newcomers to Champaign to gain acceptance. Because so many people moved here to educate their children, then moved away again, the townspeople mostly took no interest in them because they knew these new residents were not to be here permanently. It was only when they learned that you planned to stay there for good that you began to be accepted. 

Urbana was more controlled and influenced by the University than was Champaign. The community leaders of Urbana soon realized the mistake they had made in denying the railroad rights to go through their town, thus, in effect, creating Champaign. It was hard, however,  to find an Urbana-ite who was willing to admit that mistake. The maverick town of Champaign, based on a railroad track, rapidly outgrew Urbana and became the center of the business trade for the area. Urbana grew because of the University; Champaign grew because of the railroad. In 1915, the business district on campus consisted of two blocks on Wright Street and one block between Wright and Sixth on Green Street. No theaters existed in that area, and because it was dry, there were also no saloons or bistros. For entertainment, one had to go to the movie houses in Champaign or to the Cinema in Urbana. 

Never was anyone greener than I when I came to Champaign to enter school. I didn’t know a thing about the University of Illinois. Bloomington folks read the Chicago papers; the Tribune and the Chicago American (a Hearst paper), and from those you wouldn’t think there were any schools except for the University of Chicago, Notre Dame and Michigan. It was common knowledge downstate that the University of Illinois was the largest in the state, and that its engineering school rivalled anything west of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

The brand-new Administration Building straddled John Street on Wright, and was where registration took place. I, naturally, entered by the wrong door, and found myself in the Dean of Men’s office. After making a quick exit from there, finally finding the right place and after talking to my advisor, I found out that I was not entitled to junior standing, but only to sophomore status, because my year of law at Wesleyan was not accepted at Illinois. Apparently the Law school at Wesleyan was not accredited according to the standards of the College of Law at the University of Illinois. 

The U. of I. taught law by the case system: that is, you dug the law out by reading actual cases decided by the courts, rather than out of textbooks as we had at Wesleyan. Having been a student of both schools of thought, I can say that a B student of either school could have passed the Bar exam in Illinois at that time. There was very little difference between the Text system taught by practical lawyers, who used their own experience in the courts to illustrate points in textbooks, and reading a case in a court report from other jurisdictions such as California or Arizona or Minnesota which perhaps did not apply to Illinois at all, and then having to differentiate between Illinois law and some other state’s law. 

At the University of Illinois, the teachers were professors. Some of them had never faced a court to plead a case in their lives. They had done research and so forth, had earned their degrees and doctorates, but were not practical lawyers. The Dean of Men, Judge Harper, was the only experienced lawyer with a bench record at the University at that time. This is not to say that the professors were not adequate teachers, they were, but they taught case-book law, instead of the practical, knock-down, drag-out law that the lawyers in Bloomington taught. 

So much for that. I needed another year of liberal arts and sciences before I could enter the law school. Right then and there is when I should have come to an understanding with my Dad, forgotten about law school, and gone into engineering. But his promise, to see me through both schools, seemed too important for me to contest at that time. Actually, what all this meant was I would be 25 instead of 24 by the time I got through both courses of study. 

So I signed up for European History from 400 A.D., Advanced English Literature, Economics and Philosophy II. I had already completed Logic at Wesleyan. I was also shocked to learn of my new obligation to take two years of military training. Illinois was a Land Grant college, which required a compulsory two-year military training course for all able-bodied students. This well-conceived program furnished alumni from all the forty-five Land Grant schools; over 100,000 men with two years of military training, college educated and physically fit, made up the ranks of the officers and non-commissioned officers in World War I. 

Going through registration, various boys introduced themselves to me. They asked me where I was from, what school I was going into, and then some of them would say, “ I am from such-and-such fraternity, and we would like you to come over this evening for a smoker, or to dinner, or to lunch.” The first thing I knew I had a schedule of invitations from six different houses for the next three days. One of these invitations was from a youngster named Ralph Ingram to the Chi Phi house over on Green Street. I filled all those dates and went around to all their smokers, smoked their cigarettes, and ate their dinners, (which weren’t anything to brag about).

Having located the Dean of Men’s office that first day on campus, it occurred to me that I might go over there and learn something about these fraternities. So one afternoon I went over to the Dean’s office. A clerk took my name and asked me what I wanted. I mentioned I would like to talk to the Dean. 

“About what?” 

“That’s my business.” 

“You must tell me.”

 “It’s personal,” I insisted.

He got on an intercom and talked to Dean Clark. “There’s a young man out here named Keck who wants to talk to you and says his business is private.” 

Dean Clark answered, “Send him in.” 

Dean Clark had white hair and a white mustache. His glasses perched way down at the end of his nose, but he had twinkling eyes and a kind face. 

He said, “You’re Charles Keck.”

“How do you know my first name?” I asked him. 

“I have a picture of you,” he said.

 It seems that during registration, everyone entering the school had been mugged with a camera. Dean Clark had seen all these pictures, all with names and places each student came from. He possessed a remarkable talent for remembering names and connecting them with the proper faces. Illinois created the first position of Dean of Men in the United States, in any university, and they couldn’t have chosen a better man for the job than Dean Clark.

“Dr. Clark,” I began. 

“Call me Dean,” he said. 

“All right. Dean, I have been asked by some of the fraternities to come around and I would like to know something about them.”

He said, “I am Alpha Tau Omega, myself. Have they asked you?”

“No,” I answered.

He asked me the fraternities I had been invited to and I told him. 

I said, “I can’t tell a lot of difference between them, except that some of the houses are nicer than others.” He asked me what I expected to get out of a fraternity. 

I said, “I don’t know what to expect. I don’t know anything about them. I would like some kind of guidelines on how to pick a fraternity.” 

He explained, “Charles, the nicer houses belong to fraternities that have been on the campus a long time and have a big alumni body behind them which has donated the money to build those big houses. Also, there are younger fraternities on campus that do not yet have houses. They are very ambitious and very aggressive and they, in time, will have houses too, which will be newer and probably even nicer and better than those on campus now. 

You’ll get out of a fraternity only what you put into it. Actually, being in a fraternity is more democratic than not being in one, because after four years in school you will have met and lived with at least one hundred men and known them personally. I doubt very much if there is any student who is not a fraternity man who could say that he knows one hundred men well when he graduates four years hence.”

I said, “I take it that you believe in fraternities.” 

“I certainly do,” he said, “and if it is within your means, I would suggest that you join one of them. Which house do you like the best so far?”

Well, I actually hadn’t thought about it from that angle before, but after I did, I remarked, “There is a frame house on the corner of Fourth and Green I like very much because the seniors all seem to be older and more mature.” Understand now, I had had two years of college already and I was a little older than most freshmen.

He said, “You are referring to Swede Westman, Boots Neslage and Eddie Block and that bunch?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“I have a very high regard for Swede,” he said. He’s twenty-six years old and has worked very hard to get through school. He has had to lay out a year at a time in order to make enough money to come back and get another year’s education. How do you like Harold Wigette?” 

“Well, I haven’t talked to him very much. He seems rather quiet, but he is a very good-looking fellow and the boys all tell me that he has the best looking girlfriend on campus.”

He smiled but he didn’t make any comment. Then he continued, “Charles, I think you might fit in there very well. They are young, they are growing, they already have some great alumni, and I don’t think it will be too many more years before they will have their own house. You will be called upon to help pay for it; you must keep that in mind. Your decision to join should be based upon your plans to contribute something in the way of activities and internal organization.”   

I told him what my plans were and what my Dad had offered me. He said, “That is a long road to haul, Charles, but if you do you might graduate with three degrees: your law degree, an A.B. and a B.S.” 

I called Margie long distance and asked her about fraternities. She told me to get Ben’s Greek Exchange from the library and read up on them, which I did. I found out that Chi Phi, the fraternity I was interested in, was the oldest in the States, founded at Princeton in 1824. That impressed me. I thought that any fraternity that had lasted all through the Mexican and Civil Wars and was still around must have some pretty solid people in it. I was later to find out that it was  indeed very rich in tradition. Another thing that impressed me about this house was the number of alumni who returned for rushing. There may have been alumni at the other houses too, but if there were, they were never pointed out to me. At the Chi Phi house I met Cliff Hood, who later became president of Bethlehem Steel; Ox Armstrong, of Armstrong Tool; and Jake Condor, who built the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair. Men of that caliber, just a year out of school and coming back to help with rushing, well, that made a big impression on me. 

So, the Alpha Delts, the Betas, SAEs, Phi Gamma Delta and DU, and one or two others I can’t remember, missed a good man when they didn’t get Charlie Keck. Ha! Ha! 

Almost at once a funny situation arose in the house. I had sophomore standing in the University, but as far as the frat was concerned, I was a freshman. Somehow, the seniors never seemed to recognize that. I think it was because I was a little older. They looked upon me as a sophomore, like I actually was. But not the other sophomores! They were called the Dirty Dozen—all thirteen of them. Boy, the way they went after the freshmen! And of course, that meant me too! 

I soon found out that there were some other musicians in the house. Hap Snell, who was the Delta of the house, played the piano but could only play by note; Roy Bigelow was one of the finest banjo players I have ever known. He could have played with anybody. Ziggy Schuler played the guitar, and I played the violin. The four of us began to get together and made up a very musical group for entertaining our friends. Bigelow, Schuler and I finally figured out we got along better without Hap Snell because we could improvise on our own and play a lot of tunes we didn’t have sheet music for. 

The second football game of the season was away at Chicago University around the end of September. The special train scheduled to go up for it must have carried at least 1200 to 1400 students. It was to arrive at Midway in time for the game. I got in touch with Edith and she met me at the depot at Midway and we went to the ballgame together.       

Stagg Field very much resembled the Illinois field; bleachers on both sides and closed at both ends. In grade school, Edith used to live near the University; she told me that she used to wait until the gates opened for the team to run in and she would run in along with them. All during the game she would go along underneath the seats looking for things people would drop—chewing gum, pennies and dimes or whatever. I don’t remember who won the game. I was more interested in Edith than in the football game. 

Edith and her mother lived with her grandmother, not too far from the University. I don’t remember whether we walked or rode the El back to their apartment. There I bid her good-bye because time was short. I had to make it back to the Midway to get on the train with the rest of the gang headed back to Champaign. That was a gala day, for it was the first time she ever let me kiss her good-bye—and she kissed back! 

Homecoming came late that year, in November. It marked a special occasion for the alumni. The freshmen and sophomores planned to put on what was called a “sack-rush.” Out on a field on the south side of the campus, the freshmen lined up on one side of the field and the sophomores on the other. In between the lineups lay fifteen large, canvas, cigar-shaped bags with leather ends. Stuffed with some sort of material, they were quite hard. They were about fifteen feet long and three feet in diameter at the middle, tapering at the ends. The purpose of the contest was to see who could drag the most bags across their own team line; in other words, a kind of tug of war of bags. 

I was in a group assigned to the third bag from the end. We were lined up about sixty feet from the bag, the opposing team sixty feet the other side. When the gun went off, we all charged. I had my eye on a big guy in a white shirt and white pants, who I was going to “take out” right off the bat. As the two lines met, I made a dive for his knees. Well, it had rained the night before and again early that morning. On the wet, muddy ground, my foot slipped as I took off. I turned too far and his knee hit me square at the base of my neck. I could hear the crack, as well as feel it in the base of my neck. It seemed as if twenty guys were right on top of me, because I couldn’t move. 

Well, after a few moments I thought, “Something’s wrong.” The voices around me began to get a little faint, but the weight was still there. I thought, “My God, did they all die on top of me or something?” I tried to move and couldn’t. I just laid there. I couldn’t even move an arm. I could turn my head just a little bit, but I couldn’t roll over. I was laying partly on my face, and so could only see for maybe five or six feet. I don’t know how much longer I laid there, but finally I must have fainted, because I don’t remember any more. 

When I came to, I was on a cot in the front room upstairs at the Chi Phi house. As I awoke, I could faintly hear the cheering from the football field. Then I passed out again. I didn’t know it, but I was paralyzed. My neck was broken. I couldn’t move my arms or my legs. I had lain on the field long after everyone was gone, and finally someone noticed me and identified me. Finally Dean Clark came and told them where I lived. I don’t remember any of this, it was told to me later. I was still unconscious that evening when they finally notified my Dad. 

Three days previously, unbeknownst to me, my Dad had rented a third floor apartment at Washington and Randolph Streets. My mother, bag and baggage, furniture and all, had moved in  and was now officially in residence in Champaign. It had taken her just three weeks of living alone to make up her mind what she was going to do. She had put the Bloomington house up for sale, packed the furniture in a box car, and off she went for Champaign, whether Pop wanted it or not. 

I was admitted at Burnham Hospital, where they took x-rays. Dr. Darwin Kirby and Dr. Finch pronounced that I had a very bad neck injury and was paralyzed, but I don’t think they really knew how to read x-rays in those days like they do now. They never did tell my folks that my neck was broken! It was recommended that I be moved home, put to bed, and hot applications kept on my back and neck to reduce the swelling. My neck was so swollen that my Dad’s size 17 1/2" night shirt collar wouldn’t button around my neck. I would awaken for brief moments occasionally and then fall back asleep. When pain gets so unbearable that human flesh can’t stand it, you pass out. It is nature’s own way to compensate for excruciating pain. 

 By the end of twenty days, I could begin to move my feet. Then my legs began to regain feeling, and the pain was excruciating. Have you ever had an arm or leg go to sleep and wake up with the pins and needles? Imagine having that happen to both legs at once and not let up for one moment day or night, and that is how it feels when those nerves began to awaken. 

By the 15th of December I could walk with braces and I returned to school. I was told by all my professors to drop my courses and withdraw from school until I was well, but I vowed, “No, I will make up the work, and hope I can write the examinations when the time comes.” With Mom reading to me and some of the boys coming over from the house to help out too, I gradually made up what I had missed. 

When the end of the semester came, because I had tried very hard and knowing that I couldn’t yet write, the professors agreed to let me do my examinations orally. So, at specially appointed times, I would go to each professor’s office and take my exam. He would read all the questions off the paper and I would answer them. I got all B’s and one C. Of course, I was excused from the military, permanently. 

Since the doctors couldn’t recommend anything more than heat treatment, I resorted to going to an osteopath for massage. I finally settled upon Dr. Hartford, an old fellow about fifty-five years old, short with rusty hair and very strong, stubby fingers which could massage deep into my muscles. Those fingers were skillful, and by probing and what they call palpating, he analyzed where the fractures were and began patiently, by massage and pressure, to try to work the vertebrae back into some semblance of order. The pain was excruciating, but the massage, in time, relieved the tension on the nerves, and I got so that I could sleep at night. I don’t recall ever having been given any kind of sedative to relieve the pain. Deep massage was all I ever had. I gradually began to get some feeling back into my arms, and finally into my fingers. They were very weak. I couldn’t play my violin. I could barely hold a pencil, and the nerves were under such pressure, that my writing was illegible. It looked like hen-scratching. I couldn’t control my hands. 

It was during these times I had periods of depression. I began to realize that maybe this was permanent and that perhaps I would never be normal again. The muscles in my neck running out to the shoulders would get so taut that they felt like whip cords. I tried to counteract that pain by pushing my head forward, making it look like it was connected to my shoulders at such a funny angle that I looked deformed. 

God, how I fought the pain. Dr. Hartford worked so hard with me. Finally, I actually got strong enough so that I could carry a book without dropping it. After an evening treatment with Dr. Hartford, I could sleep, and by the next morning I would feel the pain again, but I could stand it. As the day wore on though, the muscles would begin to contract, and by evening I would be in agony again. I could now sit at the table and do my own reading and studying. 

I enrolled in courses slanting towards preparation for law. One of them in particular was very interesting. Called “The Conflict of International Law and Maritime Law”, it was not ordinarily taught as a semester subject at the Law school. I also enjoyed Professor Lipman in Economics. Professor Bogart conducted a three-ring circus in his philosophy class. Then there was a course in English Literature by the whiskered Professor Hodge. A blonde girl who sat next to me was named Severena Nelson. My daughter Charlotte will recognize the name, because Severena Nelson became very close to her when Charlotte was learning her profession as a speech therapist. 

As the pain gradually subsided, although I was never free of it, I did learn to live with it. In time the human body will learn to endure almost anything. I never did get the full strength back in my arms. Before my accident, I could do fifty pushups or twenty-five chinups without any effort. Even when I was in the service, I was never able to do any more than six or seven pushups and I never again was able to pull my weight in a chinup. 

At the end of the spring semester, I was again obliged to take my exams orally because although I could write, the teachers could not read it. Summer was well advanced before I could play my violin again. Much of my dexterity and skill was gone, some of it never to be regained.

That summer I played golf at the Champaign Country Club, where my folks had joined, usually playing alone because I knew no one. I met some of the junior members out there, among them Hank Raimey, Bill Percival and Pick Dodds, but they had their own foursomes. Golf gave me exercise in walking, and a golf club was about the only thing I could hold onto and swing. 

Almost a third of the money I had saved while in Bloomington was spent, and I realized I needed a job. I met a teller at the Illinois Trust and Savings Bank, Paul Lavernway, who I had heard conducted dance work with an orchestra. I asked him for a job. He inquired if I belonged to the union, and I told him no. He said he couldn’t hire me unless I was a member. 

I found out that the union examiner and secretary, Larry Powers, played in the pit at the Orpheum Theater. I made an appointment to see him, and we met down in the pit at the theater. He stuck some music up on a music stand, sat down at a piano to accompany me and said, “ Let’s try these.” I played them. I remember one, Over the Waves. I think I played about four pieces, but none of them all the way through. As soon as he found out that I could read and play one, he would move on to another. Then and there, he issued me a union card, collected my union dues and initiation fee. Boy, how I hated to part with those ten bucks! 

My first job with Paul Lavernway was at the old Masonic Temple at the corner of Hill and Randolph Streets. The dance for Masonic members lasted until midnight. When the music had ended and we began to pack up, Paul reached into his pocket, pulled out a five dollar bill and gave it to me. Each member of the band, I think there were five or six of us,  got a five dollar bill, and he still had a roll of bills that would choke a horse. 

I asked him, “Is this what you got for the night’s dance?”

With a grin he answered, “Yes.”  He still had five or six bills in his hand. The one on the outside of the roll was a five, and I reckoned that there wasn’t anything less than that in the roll. I looked at him, looked at the five dollars I had in my hand and thought, “Where have I been all my life that I didn’t know about this?” 

I began to snoop around town and found a drummer named O’Donald, a piano player named Hank Shively, a saxophone player named Jerry Cope (who could double on the banjo), and a cornet player named Casey. I got them together and we rehearsed at the Chi Phi house. The house was officially closed, but I had a key. I was supposed to be kind of a custodian over the summer. I convinced them all to join the union so I wouldn’t have any trouble about that, had some cards printed and began to solicit business for dances.

On the first floor of our apartment building lived a doctor’s widow by the name of Cassidy. She had moved to Champaign from Shawneetown with her son and daughter while the children attended the University. The girl’s name was Claudia. An attractive redhead, she looked about my age, and studied Literature. [She went on to become a well-known writer and music critic with the Chicago Tribune.] Grattan, her brother, was slightly younger, majoring in Art. Grattan had a terrific talent for color, but his ability to draw was somewhat limited. In late August and early September we teamed up to make posters, which were a popular means of promoting events on campus. Poster contests were common, the prizes being tickets to the event or sometimes small cash awards. I would lay out the poster, doing all the necessary drawings. Then Grattan would take over with his poster paints and the result would be a riot of color that would always catch your eye. Working together, we won quite a few poster events that next school year. 

I stayed with my folks the first semester, because I still wasn’t out of the woods with my injury. Grattan and I would work in the evenings on the posters, with Claudia as our chief critic. Mrs. Cassidy was a delightful person. Both she and Claudia had funny stories to tell about the goings-on of the people of Shawneetown. They told their stories in a southern Illinois drawl which made them even funnier and more delightful! 

Dad bought a house at 702 South Elm Boulevard. It had been built by a contractor, who had lived in it with his family for two years. My Dad bought it for four thousand dollars cash. It had four bedrooms, central hot-water heat, a full basement and a large attic. It also had a small barn out back, which we moved from its back of the lot location and remodeled into a garage adjacent to the house, with a new driveway to access it from Elm. (The original exit from the barn had been onto John Street.) When the lease expired on our apartment, we were ready to move into our new home. 

I enrolled at the Law school and received Professors Hale, Decker, Green, Britton and Percy (whose last name I can’t recall). Since I had completed every one of these courses at Wesleyan, it was duck soup for me that semester at Illinois.        

Dr. Hartford still worked with me twice a week, and it was quite a chore for me to keep up my notebooks. I would leave them at the fraternity house, rather than carry them all the way across town, back and forth, every day. I was also eating most of my meals at the frat house, keeping track of them on the honor system, paying monthly dues and board, instead of the regular charge that the rest of the members paid. 

I had left my band’s business cards at all the fraternity and sorority houses at the beginning of school, and began to get calls for Friday and Saturday night dances. There were lots and lots of dances, as most houses averaged about three a year: a fall informal, another around the Christmas holidays, and then a formal dinner dance in the spring. There were always fifteen or twenty dances around the campus on any Friday or Saturday night, in addition to those at College Hall and Bradley Hall. These two halls, operated by the Student Union, were strictly for non-Greeks or inveterate dancers who spent most of their weekends going to such events. 

In no time at all, our group was booked clear up until Christmas. My principal competition was the Ralph Carlson and Peewee Byers Bands, both of them very good. I met Ralph the year before while going through rush at the DU house. He was a fine piano player. But I found a jewel of a piano player in Hank Shively. He was as solid as a rock and possessed one of the best left hands of any pianist I ever hired. Most jazz or ragtime pianists are very efficient with their right hands, but the majority are weak with their left (or bass), and are unable to improvise the counter melodies. The people who will read this will probably all know Dick Cisne and his style of playing. He is a perfect example of what I mean by a pianist who has a balance between his right and left hands, which is why his music is so full-sounding. That is what it takes to be a good orchestral pianist. 

Thinking back, I remember that I had invited Edith down from Chicago for the last fraternity dance of the season. In the clamor and confusion at the time of my injury, I don’t think anyone ever told her that I had been hurt. It was such a silly way to get injured, I don’t think anyone would have been very proud to tell his girl about it. It was about the twentieth of May and the weather was beautiful. When Edith arrived, she was wearing a brand new black silk satin outfit with a very full skirt and matching jacket. She had a picture hat to match, which she had set at a very saucy angle, showing her gorgeous hair to advantage. When the guys at the house saw her, their eyes practically rolled out on the floor! There were some other “import” gals there too, but Edith was the center of attention! All this attention was a little bit bewildering to her, but flattering, and I could tell that she loved it! She stayed at the apartment with my family and met the Cassidys. I had the car the following morning and we drove around the town and looked the place over. 

That night after the dance, when we got home, my folks had already gone to bed. Edith and I sat up and talked. We had an awful lot to catch up on. For the first time, we began to talk about the future when we could be together. It was tentative, of course, because we both had a lot of school ahead of us. But it was a dream, and it was a sweet one. That evening was the first time we pledged our love. It was a beautiful, wonderful weekend for me, and was like a tonic, because it gave me new hope and energy and desire. From then on, our correspondance, although infrequent, became more intimate and endearing. 

I have previously mentioned the “dirty dozen”, the sophomores of the house when I was rushing. Another rushee candidate at the time was Victor Krannert, a boy with stiff, straw-colored hair that stuck out. His round face had a few pimples, and he had a cork leg, the result of his having lost a leg in a train accident when he was a youngster. His older brother, Herman, had been a senior and member of the first Chi Phi class of 1912, when they obtained their charter at the U. of I. Herman had been in the paper carton business in Indianapolis since then, and was phenomenally successful. 

The “dirty dozen” did not pledge Vic Krannert. Later, to their regret, they found out he never pledged any fraternity. He became one of the most popular and prominent men on campus. Vic became editor-in-chief of the Daily Illini (one of the few jobs on campus that paid a handsome salary). In every campus honorary society (Sachem, Mawanda, the Writers Club), he was a member of several honorary Greek societies as well. Yet another honor he held included being president of the senior class. He would have been a great credit to the chapter. 

As it was, Herman was alienated from the house and never did visit. Nonetheless, he loved the University of Illinois. Proof thereof is the Krannert Center on the U. of I. campus, a Center for the Performing Arts unlike any other on any campus in the United States. Herman had told Jake Gunger, another alumni, a year or so before, that he was doing so well he might build Chi Phi at Illinois a new chapter house and foot the bill himself. Eventually, when we did build our chapter house, we never got one thin dime from the Krannerts. 

I have purposely not mentioned one aspect of my school activities during my first two years at Illinois. Victor Grossberg,  one of my Chi Phi brothers, was a member of the Mask and Bauble. During our conversations, he learned that I had done quite a bit of school dramatics. He told me about tryouts for a new play by Galsworthy to be performed on Dad’s Day weekend, and he encouraged me to try out and see if I could land a role. I did. 

The coach was a Mrs. Gille from Decatur, who had done stage-line directory for the New York Metropolitan Opera. She was a very finished and polished director. Jeanette Gille, like Winnie Kates, was always looking for talent, and when she found someone who had it, she would hang onto him or her. In a way, that made breaking into a play a little more difficult for those who had never worked with her before. She was new on campus, having been brought there by Scott McNulta, who was also from Decatur and a junior that year. 

I was selected for a fairly decent supporting role as secretary to the lead character, who was a member of Parliament. I had one big scene, which gave me a good chance to do some serious acting. Plays in those days were staged at the old Illinois Theater on Railroad Avenue in Urbana. The theater sat empty most of the year, but had scads of scenery, good lighting and good seating. It was a relic of old Urbana, used before the University had its own Music or Drama Departments. The new Auditorium on campus had rendered it obsolete for most University activities. The condition of the stage was in decline, as upkeep had fallen behind because movies, with their cheaper prices, were increasingly popular amongst the students. 

Being new, and not yet a member of Mask and Bauble, I knew nothing about how the play made out financially, but I made good progress with Mrs. Gille, and I felt that she had confidence in me. The new inductees of Mask and Bauble were introduced at a dinner, and I was among them. So, the first honor I brought to the Chi Phi house was making Mask and Bauble. 

I also drew some cartoons for the Illio, the U. of I. yearbook, and for Siren (a comic magazine). This was work I could do on my own time, unlike the Daily Illini newspaper, which had a daily deadline. That was something I just could not manage. 

The spring play was a comedy, and the male lead in it was Dana Todd, a very handsome six-footer. The female lead was a girl named Ainsworth. The cast was small, only four or five characters, so there wasn’t anything in it for me. With my injury, I couldn’t have done much anyway. 

The next year Scott McNulta became president, and he and the play committee selected a comedy, A Pair of Sixes, which had been popular on Broadway a year or two earlier. Mrs. Gille asked me to try out for the part of the attorney, a great part, a character who lured everybody else into a mess! Luckily, I won it, and I played it to the hilt! It was a lot of fun. The play was really a very funny show. 

The spring play was Passers-By. Scott McNulta played the lead character, a tramp. Being very busy with my music, I didn’t do anything but some backstage work for the performance. The roof leaked badly, especially over the stage, and there was some damage done to some borrowed props, which the club had to pay for. The owners wouldn’t spend a dime to fix the place up. It may well have been the last performance of any kind put on at the Illinois Theater.

There were only two guys at the house who played golf. One was Eddie Block, a senior, and he played a pretty good game. The other was Gus Novotny, a freshman, who was a crackerjack, and actually made his living in golf after he graduated from college. I was no good at it, but I loved the game, and Gus told me he would work with me. That, of course, was just what I wanted. I teamed up with Heine Sellards, who had played the lead in The Mob the year before, and once in a while Sellards, Block, Gus and I would play at a little nine-hole course south of the cemetery, opposite where the stadium now stands. Gus was a natural swinger, but it was pretty hard for him to describe to me exactly what his technique was. 

Sellards, who belonged to Sigma Chi, and Block were good pals. In fact, Block spent as much time at the Sigma Chi house as he did at Chi Phi. They also double dated a lot. 

I still couldn’t turn my head more than about forty-five degrees to each side, which made it hard for me to get my shoulder to turn. Although the ache in my neck was always there, it was only when I was extremely fatigued that the pain became so intolerable that I would have to reach for the electric heating pad. But I never let it prevent me from doing what I wanted to do. There wasn’t much I could do about the pain, I was stuck with it, so I learned to live with it. And I have, ever since. 

Mrs. Gille, on her own, recruited Scott McNulta, Merle Turner (who was a terrific comedian and could also play straight parts), and me to play a fantasy fable called The Maker of Dreams, a one-act sketch about the search for happiness. The characters were: Pierrot, played by Scott; Pierette, played by Merle; amd the Maker of Dreams, played by yours truly. Pierrot was looking for a mushroom stool [mushrooms symbolized happiness]. Pierette was very much in love with Pierrot, who would go out night after night, searching the fields for mushrooms he never found. The Maker of Dreams, a white-haired old man with a wise voice, spoke with the alliteration and symbolization found in fables. He tried to show Pierrot what happiness really was. Pierrot, coming home tired and despairing that he would never find a mushroom, opened the gate to his own yard and found it full of mushrooms, and Pierrette waiting there for him with open arms. Happiness had been right there all the time in his own backyard. 

We performed this play at Morrow Hall in the old Agriculture Building, and it was such a smash, we continued it for six more shows. Then we took it to Chanute, to Illinois State University at Normal, and to Milliken University in Decatur. Mrs. Gille was in her glory, because she could show the folks at home in Decatur what she was accomplishing at the University of Illinois. The Mask and Bauble, which was expanding as the “Associated University Players” at all the major midwestern universities, got quite a plug!

Camp Crane

Then, we got into the WAR. 

Woodrow Wilson, who had won his second term with the slogan, “He Kept Us Out of War,” now asked Congress to declare war, which they did. The U.S. had some run-down battleships and cruisers but did, however, have a good destroyer force because we had been convoying our own shipping for quite a while, protecting it from German submarines. 

The baseball season was on. Ziggie and I went over to the Illinois field to watch the team work out. Going through the gym was the quickest way to reach the field, so in we walked. About fifteen or twenty guys were running around stark naked. An Army sergeant wearing dress blues sat at a desk, taking down names and looking at the men’s feet. Louis Andres, the team’s best shortstop and hitter, and Red Conkle, the best pitcher, were among the recruits. There being a little pause in the traffic at his desk when we entered, we asked what this was all about. He said, “Have you ever heard of the Morgan-Harjes Ambulance units in England?” 

There had been articles in the Saturday Evening Post about them; mostly Ivy-Leaguers who had gone to Canada to enlist in the English Army as ambulance drivers. The pictures of them in the Post showed them in English officers uniforms with smart overseas caps, boots and Sam Brown belts. Many citations for bravery had been issued to them for their work. The Post stories, related by individual drivers, sounded very exciting. There was no question that they were right in the middle of things most of the time. The articles glossed over the parts describing the casualties they suffered. 

When we said, yes, we were familiar with the units, he asked, “Can you drive an automobile?”

Ziggie and I both said that we could.

He informed us, “That’s all you need to know. No military training or anything of that sort is required. You could be in Flanders Fields in two weeks. When we get in there, this war’s not going to last very long, so if you want to see some action, you had better hurry.” 

I had some more questions about whether there was any medical work involved with this. He answered, “It is strictly a transportation job. There will be stretcher-bearers handling the wounded in and out of your ambulances.” 

“Why are you here recruiting?” I asked him.

“We are doing this at every university in the country,” he explained. “General Joffre came over here as soon as we declared war. When we asked him what we could do, right away he said that the Morgan-Harjes ambulance units the Canadians had would be ideal, requiring very little training. He suggested we get right over there for propaganda effect; the sooner American uniforms appear on the front, the better. Morale will be raised just knowing the Americans are there.” 

Ziggie and I asked some more questions, and he had answers for all of them. The sergeant was very convincing. We went back to the fraternity house, and I called my folks, telling them I wouldn’t be home until late. After the living room had cleared out and all was quiet, we began to talk about the ambulance service. 

I was all for it from the beginning. I wouldn’t have to take a physical exam and they wouldn’t find out about my neck. Ziggie wasn’t so sure. He thought maybe he would like to go into the Air Force. I said, “Why do you want to join the Air Force? We haven’t got anything to fly. By the time they get some planes built and you learn to fly, the war will be over.” I thought I had Ziggie completely persuaded, and finally I said, “If you will go, I will go.” 

He said, “O.K.”, and we shook hands on it. 

It was nearly daylight when I got home. We had argued the whole blessed night about whether to join the corps or not. The next morning I went over to the gym and signed up. 

I had to take a physical examination. They looked at my feet; no flat feet. They checked me for a rupture; I had no rupture. They checked my eyesight; 20⁄20. Then they took a stethoscope and examined my chest and lungs: O.K. I was accepted. When everybody had been checked, we lined up, raised our right hands and were sworn in. We were in the Army now! 

I looked for Ziggie but didn’t see him. I finally asked the desk sergeant if there was a Dement Schuler on the list. He looked up and down the list and said, “We don’t have anybody by that name.”  I went back to the Chi Phi house and there he stood. 

 “Where were you this morning, Ziggie?”

“Well, I had things to do, “ he answered. 

“Aren’t you going to sign up?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “I think I’ll go into the Air Force instead. I’ve changed my mind.”

“Well, I’ll be a son-of-a-gun, Zig! Why the devil didn’t you tell me what you were going to do? I went over, depending on your word that you would go with me, and now I’m sworn in and in the Army!” 

Now, I hate anyone who rats on his word. As I turned around to leave him, he mumbled something about being sorry. I didn’t forgive him until long after the war was over, and I never did quite trust him after that. 

It all happened so quickly, my parents were stunned. The news took several days to soak in. 

The Army informed us that we would be given forty-eight hours advance notice before being required to report for duty. We could take nothing except the clothes we wore and some spare underwear and socks, for our clothes would be sent back home once we were outfitted upon our arrival at the coast. We would be supplied with everything we needed. 

Nevertheless, I went home and began to prepare a kit. I didn’t want to take my beautiful Hunter’s case solid gold watch that my Dad had given me for my high school graduation, and I didn’t want to take my good violin. I bought a cheap Ingersoll radial with a leather strap and nickel-plated case, but with a dial you could see in the dark. I also got a second-hand camera that held an eight-frame film pack and could fold flat to fit in my hip pocket, and the violin made and given to me by my Uncle Will Keck. I put it in a cheap case. Then I fixed up a kit consisting of my razor, shaving brush, strap and soap, a comb and mirror, tooth brush and toothpaste. All this fit into a little toilet case. We were told to bring along a change of underwear and socks, but no other extra clothing. 

It was only a few days until the notice came. We were to report at eight o’clock on Monday morning at the Wabash Depot. It was early July, [July 2, 1917].  I was there on time. What a motley group of guys—you never saw such a bunch. None of them were in very good clothes. They certainly had taken the sergeant’s word for it! 

An officer from the military department of the University was there to oversee us. He had us line up, then introduced us to a Sergeant Bill Kammlade. Sergeant Bill had been a professor in the Ag school and didn’t know a darn thing about the military. The only reason he got the job was because he was older and had been a professor. Two other young men who had not been students were made sergeants to compensate them for their experience as mechanics.

Hap Harland,  a captain in the military at the University student corps, let Mom and Margie stay ’til we left. It was still some time after they  left before we finally got under way. There were two day-coaches waiting for us and we filled them both. It being July, the temperature was in the eighties, and those coaches were as hot as the devil. There was no air conditioning in those days, of course. We reached Detroit at dusk, went across to Windsor, Ontario, then east on a Canadian railroad north of the Great Lakes to Buffalo, New York. When we arrived it was dark again. It had taken us all day to go from Windsor to Buffalo. Long before we got to Detroit, all four toilets on the train were messed up. They wouldn’t flush. If you tried to open a window to let some fresh air in, all you got was a face full of cinders from the engine. 

The Army provided us with some boxed lunches, but there was no diner on the train, and I can’t remember them letting us off to go into the depot restaurant. I have no recollection of eating at all during that trip. We ran out of water before we reached Buffalo. Everyone had to sleep sitting up because the train was too full for anyone to lay down on two seats. 

I didn’t communicate much with the other recruits because I wanted to find out who was who before I started making friends. I would talk to the guy sitting next to me, but I would get up once in a while to stretch my legs and get the cramps out of my neck, and then sit someplace else. 

After the second night, at about seven in the morning, we pulled into a town and were told, “This is it. This is where we get off.” Looking around, I expected to see some ship masts or stacks sticking up in the distance, warehouses, and maybe an army dispatch depot. Instead, I saw only an ordinary railroad depot. We could have been anywhere. The only thing military about the place were some army trucks lined up along the curb, into which we piled. Standing up, we held on to the staves stuck into the sides of the truck, which were made to hold up the canvas sides in case of rain. When we went through town, the people didn’t pay any attention to us. 

Finally we reached the north side of town and came to a gate to what looked to be a racetrack. Before us stood a beautiful, big grandstand made of brick, and a number of exhibition buildings. We discovered we were in Allentown, Pennsylvania, and the name of the place was Camp Crane. It was the assembly place for the United States Ambulance Corps recruits. 

In a way, it reminded me of a Chautauqua. There were tents all around, with banners from Universities; Yale, Harvard, Purdue, UCLA, Stanford. All the young fellows we saw were running around out of uniform; we only noticed a few uniformed officers. 

The men were as busy as the devil building barracks, which had wood floors and sides and canvas roofs. The floors were about ten inches off the ground. The wooden sides rose up about half way, and the rest was canvas. They erected these “buildings” practically anywhere they could find the space. Each one would hold about one hundred and fifty men. 

We were unloaded and assigned to one of these barracks. It smelled of freshly-cut lumber and new canvas. On another part of the grounds we found a building with lockers (but no locks), a bunch of showers and sinks (supposedly with hot and cold water) where we were to shave and wash, and another enclosed area sectioned into about twenty spaces for showering. Everybody cleaned up, and then we were marched to a place where we were given a mess kit, canteen and a cup. The mess kit consisted of two oval pans that clamped together with a handle which served as a ladle. Inside the pans lay a fork, knife and spoon. The aluminum canteen was kidney-shaped, the cup designed to fit tightly around the outside of the canteen, and both of them went into a canvas bag with a hook on it to be fastened to your belt. 

We found the mess hall underneath the grandstand; the kitchen at the north end, and the officers’ quarters at the south. The mess hall could hold about 2400 men. Mess was over by the time we got there, so we got what was left — some cold scrambled eggs made out of egg powder and oleo, and some coffee. The coffee was alright, but I burned my lip on the aluminum cup. We found some condensed milk and sugar for the coffee. 

All the exhibition buildings of this former county fair grounds were occupied. Most had been converted into barracks, as had the stables. There was a post exchange and a recreation hall. It really didn’t look much like a military site, rather more like a YMCA or Boy Scout camp. It was more like a campus than a camp. 

To keep us busy, we did lots of calisthenics and had to march, march, march. We marched all the hills around Allentown, all over the camp, all around the racetrack. With all the clothes we were wearing, under that hot and humid Pennsylvania sun, we began to smell a little “gamey.” We washed our clothes out at night, but they would still be damp the next morning. 

Then they began to teach us French! 

Lieutenant Ohmstadt, who was an Eye, Ear, Nose and Throat medic, spoke French. We began to learn to say,  “C’est la tete, ce sont les bras, c’est le nez, cest le jour, c’est les yeux, c’est le pied,” c’est le this and c’est le that!  (This is the head, these are the arms, this is the nose, etc.) He was giving us an anatomy course in French. What he should have been doing was teaching us how to find our way around in a strange country and how to get something to eat! He also should have taught us to say “Voulez vous promener avec moi se soir?” We needed to know how to ask those French gals out if we ever got a chance! 

It must have been five or six weeks before we began to receive any equipment. The uniforms were of a terrible material and didn’t fit anyplace. We had regulation felt-brimmed hats and canvas leggings with hooks that laced up with string. We had an awful time getting shoes to fit. All of them were a mile too wide and just flopped around on our feet. Made out of a beige sort of suede, we were supposed to rub on them until they would polish and shine like a regular leather shoe. 

The food was plentiful, but golly, what a mixture! The Argentine corned beef was strong enough to take the hide off your throat. This was served with cabbage and unpeeled, boiled potatoes, most of which would burst open during cooking. The mutton stew with carrots and potatoes had grease floating on top of it a quarter of an inch thick. 

Classes and drills let up on weekends. It was a great thing to get a Saturday or Sunday pass and make it downtown to a bathhouse and then get a good meal at one of the local restaurants. The guys who were too fat got thinner, and the guys who were too thin got in good shape. The discipline was strict and we actually began to look a bit snappy! 

Then the rolling stock started coming in. The ambulances were Fords and looked exactly like the pictures of the Morgan Harjes units in the Saturday Evening Post. Other arrivals included a Dodge pickup truck, a Dodge touring car, and a new Pierce-Arrow three-ton truck with a soup kitchen to attach behind. The kitchen was wood or coal fired, and had a number of covered boxes attached underneath the axle, in back of the stove and everyplace except the top which contained the pantry. Pots and pans, foodstuffs and cooking utensils were stored in the boxes. It was pulled by a long wagon-type tongue which attached by a hitch to the back of the three-ton truck. I would guess that the whole contraption together would weigh about six tons, plus cargo. 

Of the 108 men in the three sections, I would judge that at least seventy of them needed driving instruction. Everyone was tested on all the different kinds of vehicles. I don’t think there were more than a handful of men who could handle the Ford with a planetary transmission, a four-speed truck, or even a regular transmission like the Dodge had. So I got a new job teaching other guys how to drive! I was made a Lance Corporal, which meant I was relieved of latrine duty, peeling potatoes in the kitchen, and policing the grounds.

The next job I was assigned was in a pick-and-shovel squad appointed to dig a basement out under one of the buildings. It was to hold some heating apparatus for the coming winter. That should have given us a clue—somebody was going to be here this winter! It took us about a week to dig this basement out so that the masons could come in and build a foundation underneath the building.

One guy named Roberts kept razzing me on the job about being a Lance Corporal. He became so pesky about it that some of the other guys began to turn around and look at me too. I finally told him, “I’m tired of your crap. Now, if you want to forget that we’re in the Army, we’ll go outside and settle this. Otherwise, I’ll report you to the lieutenant. I might just do both. Now what do you want to do about it?”

The rest of the gang got on him and began to give him a hard time; eventually he settled down. In fact, he later became a pretty good friend of mine.

I received a letter from Edith saying she was coming east to enter the Sargent’s 
School for Girls.

It was September now and the first contingent of 2400 men were ready to be sent overseas for duty. I don’t know how they selected which units would go, but those to be left behind were sore; we had worked just as hard as anyone else and couldn’t understand why we couldn’t go as well. The departing units were re-outfitted with new uniforms; much better fitting and of higher quality material; new service hats appeared, and wrapped puttees replaced the old canvas leggings. You couldn’t imagine what an improvement a leather belt was over the cloth web belts we had initially been issued. Good-looking new shoes completed the outfits. 

The center of the racetrack and the track itself were cleared for the final parade and inspection. When the troops all lined up by company, packs on their backs, standing at attention—they looked like soldiers! We forgot our envy and were really proud of them and cheered them.

They slipped out of camp a couple of nights later, and by morning, you wouldn’t have known they had ever been there. The camp still seemed as full as it ever had. 

More recruits began to come in, but they didn’t much resemble the ones who had just left. There was a lot more variation in their ages and appearances, and it looked like many more nationalities were represented. These men were draftees, and not in the Ambulance Corps. They were in the medical corps of the regular Army, to be trained as stretcher-bearers, learning emergency first-aid and other general hospital duties. 

The last ambulance men to ever enter that camp had all arrived by the first part  of July, and the entire United States Army Ambulance Corps (USAAC, for short) never consisted of more than five thousand men, a very exclusive outfit. 

Men with common interests will eventually get together! We had a fine baseball team and a crackerjack football team featuring two All-Americans. We played Lehigh, LaFayette, the University of Pennsylvania, the Marine Corps (based in Philadelphia) and Muhlenberg University. We defeated all of them except the Marines; they beat us by one point. 

I don’t suppose the college teams that season were up to standard because of the war and so many of the men joining up. There were probably a lot more good players in the service than in the schools. 

Musicians also found each other. It got so that in the evenings you could walk through the camp and hear various musical groups playing here and there. There was no organization to them, however. Men would drift from one group to another, but finally one in particular began to gel. In it were men from California, Pennsylvania and the Midwest. I began to enjoy sitting in with that group and playing my violin. They seemed to like my style because I could play counter-melodies. 

Camp Crane had been no stranger to soldiers before this. The National Guard had held a summer camp there on several occasions. Some very unfortunate incidents occurred between some of those men and some of the women in the town. The locals naturally assumed that our gang was very much like the National Guard troublemakers, and it took them a long time to find out that the USAAC’s were college men. We were clean, from good homes and knew how to behave. In other words, we were as gentlemanly as anyone anywhere. 

We began to get acquainted with a bunch of girls our own age from good families in Allentown. We arranged tea dances on Saturday afternoons, and sometimes on Sundays, if we could get out of camp. These parties were small, probably not more than twelve or fourteen girls and about twenty or so men, including the musicians. Since it was all very informal, the musicans danced with the girls as much as any of the other soldiers. Some of the guys began to date these girls. Before the USAAC’s were gone from Allentown, the whole town had learned to love us. We had earned their respect. We were very much like their own sons: sincere, honest, decent kids.

If you have ever been in the Army, you know that it thrives on rumors. There wasn’t a week that went by that somebody didn’t come around telling you  “confidentially”  that they had it right,  straight from the horse’s mouth, we are leaving for the embarkation port next week, or that all of us are to be transferred into the infantry.

Every branch of the army—infantry, artillery, engineering, what have you—each had its own medical soldiers; stretcher bearers and first aid men to take care of the wounded in battle. They were a neccessity. When our army finally began to move overseas,  I think the need for our services was no longer quite as urgent, as the propaganda effect we had been organized for had lost some of its punch. Perhaps some of these rumors had some basis in fact. Aside from the Civil War, this country had not been in a major battle or war for over one hundred years. Our call to arms had been magnificent; in very little time we were moving trained troops into battle positions on the French front. 

Our ambulance service had been organized to work with English and French troops. The regular American troops had their own medical corps and ambulances. Looking back, I think the “powers that be” did not really know what to do with us. Temporarily, at least, we were not needed. Since our organization had been among the very first to volunteer after war was declared, our “higher-ups” felt honor-bound to fulfill the promises that had induced us to enter the service.

 There was quite a bit of discontent among the boys. Some asked for transfers into other branches or to officer’s training camps. I began to make plans to get out of the service, but I sure wasn’t going to transfer with the rank of buck private. 

I had been Lieutenant Ohmstadt’s chauffeur on our excursions to the Valley Forge encampment, and also on several trips in late fall to Philadelphia. I liked the guy and I think he liked me. In fact, at times, he would forget that “arm’s length” attitude an officer is supposed to keep, but I didn’t. I never forgot to say “Sir” or salute or stand at attention until he would tell me “at ease.” In spite of the informality between us, I went to Bill Kammlade and asked his permission to address the lieutenant. I then took his written request to Ohmstadt, asking him to approve Kammlade’s request to appoint me a sergeant with a permanent warrant. With the uneasiness of late in the camp, he knew what I was after. A sergeant with a permanent warrant can be transferred, but no commanding officer can break him or take away his rank without first preferring charges and holding a court-martial. If I transferred out of this service, I wanted that protection. 

In some of my idle time, I began to fool around with a bugle. I knew all the calls from memory, and all I needed to do was practice until I got my lips tightened up into what is called an embouchure. But then I made a dumb mistake. I just had  to show off; one day there in the barracks I picked up the bugle and played all the calls. Well, next thing I knew, I had become the camp bugler! Now I was not only the first one to get up in the morning, but the last one to bed at night. I stuck my neck out again and got cornered into another job.

A week-long trip to Valley Forge was really a training experience in camping utilizing all the stuff you carried on your back. Our pack roll contained two blankets, underwear, a mess kit, and half a pup tent with pole. All this was combined into one package, with the pup tent cover as the outer wrapping, because it was (supposedly) waterproof. It was put together with a strap made of two loops, one for each arm, and a band to fasten around the waist. It took the equipment of two men to make one pup tent, which they of course would then share. 

Valley Forge was lovely with its rolling hills, thick woods, and the lazy Schuylkill River (except down by the dam). The dam was made out of wooden railroad pilings, driven into the river mud and the banks. Above that it had been filled in with dirt to keep the water from washing against the pilings. The drop to the water below was about five feet, deep enough to swim in, but the current was strong and the water there was full of big boulders. Everybody would go skinny-dipping down there. 

Once I was foolish enough to try to swim up to the dam from some distance below. I am not, and never have been, a very good swimmer, and the closer I got to the dam, the stronger the current seemed to get. I made it to within about ten feet of the dam, but didn’t know if I was going to reach it or not. I finally did, but I was thoroughly exhausted. I managed to grab a railroad spike sticking up out of the dam and hold on; if that hadn’t been there I don’t know what might have happened. I don’t know how long I held onto that spike, but it was plenty long until I got up enough nerve to let go and work my way back downstream (instead of trying to crawl up over that dam). I finally reached a place where the water was slower and I could work my way over to the bank. I did go swimming again, but I never tried another darn-fool trick like that. 

People began to come out to the camp on Sundays as guests, and I made the acquaintance of a couple named Thomas from Norristown, Pennsylvania. Ralph was a fine fellow, rather overweight, and a tobacco jobber. Eva, his wife, was jovial and pleasant, of Pennsylvania Dutch extraction and boy, she knew how to cook! They had a little daughter too. Ralph would load his Overland automobile full of cigarette cartons, clear up to the top of the back seat; literally hundreds of cartons. He drove down on Sundays, and opened up, peddling the cigarettes one package at a time to  soldiers or anyone else who wanted them. We became good friends. Glen Marshall and I were invited to Norristown to spend the weekend with them one time, and we accepted. They also invited another USAAC from another outfit who I didn’t much care for; he wouldn’t look you in the eye.  I wrote to the Thomas’ all the time I was overseas, and for a long time after I got home. They sure treated us like kings.  [page 164 of original]

Then there was the trip down to Philadelphia. Our camp team was playing in a football game there, and the whole camp turned out to go along for the trip. This proved to be a good exercise in managing our road equipment in column. We drove the trucks and ambulances, lining them all up around a small park near the armory to show off the equipment. Our rolling stock had to be parked down the street. In that part of town the houses, usually one and a half story brick structures, sat very close to the sidewalk, behind an iron picket fence along the front, with a small stoop up to the front door.

People stood around and inspected and rubbered, and did everything but climb up into the vehicles (which wasn’t allowed). We all went to the game and sat as a group in the bleachers. There must have been about 1500 or 2000 of us, and although we had no organized cheering, we sure did make plenty of noise. 

It began to get cold around eight-thirty or so. I had been assigned to guard the trucks, with a squad of four men. We were to have two hours on and two hours off. I was standing talking with one of the men when a door opened on one of the houses on the street. A woman came out and asked us if we would like to have a piece of pie. Well, of course we would like a piece of pie! So we went in and she sat this beautiful pie down in front of us, along with hot coffee, and boy, I ate it with relish! I remarked, “This is the finest pumpkin pie I believe I have ever eaten!” There were five or six in the family and they all broke out laughing. The wife said, “It isn’t pumpkin pie, it’s made out of sweet potatoes.” Then she put the rest of the pie on a paper plate and told us to take it and give it to the other guards. We bowed and scraped and thanked them and assured them that we would see that they got their pie. 

Oh, yeah? 

Who said that?!!

               The Army brought in a big crew of carpenters to take down the temporary barracks, and started them building all wood barracks, with tar-paper roofs and windows. At the same time they began to install a steam-heating system. It was on poles and had a six-inch steam lead, was insulated with asbestos, straw, and burlap, and fed heat to the new barracks. The thing was very badly engineered and never did work properly. As a result, they had to put stoves in the barracks, which were, naturally, the wrong kind. Here we were in a hard coal mining area of Pennsylvania, and they put in wood-burning stoves. The barracks were uninhabitable. 

Over a thousand of the boys were moved to a place called Mauch Chunk, some twenty miles from town. There, the soldiers dug into the clay hills, and covered the tops of the dugouts with pine limbs and dirt. Just a hole was left so that the soldiers could drop down into the dugout. One side they dug a box-like shape, and on top and away from the rest of the room, another hole to serve as a chimney. A sort of mock-fireplace heated these shelters. Those fellows spent the entire winter out there. I visited there once, and it was eerie to see the snow with only a few footprints in it here and there, and smoke coming out of a hole in the ground where these dugouts were. If you didn’t watch where you were going, you could end up in one by going right through the roof. 

A row of pig sties ran all along the north side of the camping grounds, each one large enough to accommodate one cot and one man. Our section was moved into these pens, made of wide boards with large cracks in them. Looking out between the cracks, you could see the cemetery behind us. We chinked all the cracks with newspapers to make them as tight as we could. Issued an extra blanket and some horse-blanket pins, we fashioned sleeping bags, with six layers of blanket on top, but only three underneath. Of course, that’s where the cold came from, underneath. Then they issued us some muslin bags, which we filled with straw and put underneath the blankets on the cot. That helped a lot to keep the cold out. We went for weeks on end without taking our clothes off; the only time we would do that was when we could get a pass and get downtown to bathe and put on clean underwear. We slept in those pig pens when it was seventeen degrees below zero. It was a bitterly cold winter. 

     Around Thanksgiving I had put in for a ten-day pass for the Christmas and New Year’s holidays. I got in touch with Edith—she was going home for the holidays as well. We made plans to catch the same train at Buffalo, and cross over to Chicago. It would give us a chance to be together for a few hours. A foot and a half or two feet of snow was on the ground across North America at Christmastime that year, and it remained so practically all winter. We met at Buffalo as planned and rode to Chicago, enjoying a tremendous amount of conversation about school, her studies, and her camps up in New Hampshire. She was all ears about the goings-on at Camp Crane. Edith had knit me a sweater and sent it to me earlier that fall, and I wore it for the trip home so she could see it. I was very proud if it because she had knit it herself, and it was the first thing she had ever done like that. It was during this trip that Edith promised to marry me if we ever got through this war. I left her in Chicago, where she planned to spend the holidays with her mother, and continued on to Champaign.

I was home one time in Chicago from Sargent, and still seeing Charles; he had been writing to me every week . He was in camp at Allentown and would come to Cambridge on weekends to see me. Anyway, I was home for the holidays and Aunt Margie, his sister, was teaching voice up in North Dakota and she was home. The winters were so horrible up there, so she came to a Chicago teacher’s placement agency to interview to find another job. I went with her down to the teacher’s aid appointment. The man was telling us what he could offer, and I asked what he might have for me, a P.E. teacher from the Sargent’s School. He said, “OH! I can get you a job anyplace!  There is no better school.” Well, he had attended Harvard, so he was especially familiar with Sargent’s. 

     He picked up a sheet of paper and said,  “Here’s a job, it’s down in Rome, Georgia at a girls’s college.”  I don’t remember the salary. 

     I went home that night an told my mother, “I’ve got a job; I think I’ll take it. It’s down in Rome, Georgia.” 

     “Oh,” she said, “Edith it’s so far away!”

     Well, I had been all the way out in Cambridge Massachusetts, but this was far away. 

     “Well,” she sighed, “Sounds good. I wonder what kind of clothes you’ll need...”

     That was just like her; I was going away, down South, and she figured she had better find out what I would need. Just like that; always thinking of me and doing for me. She was just that way; always was. 

The folks were as delighted to see me as I was to see them. All this outdoor living built me up; I had put on about ten pounds. We had also been given new uniforms that fall which fit much better, and I looked decidedly better than I had looked in the pictures I had sent them earlier. They took me down to Hamelin’s Studio and took quite a number of pictures of me, alone as well as posed with Dad. While there I found out that my father was backing this fellow Hamelin in his studio photography business. 

I had taken snapshots continually since my arrival at camp and had mailed them home regularly, so my folks already had a pretty good idea of what camp looked like. I knew they would worry if they knew the truth about the place, so I never told them about the lousy meals or the living conditions we endured that cold winter. As far as they were concerned, everything was just rosy in camp. But I had gotten so used to cold living quarters that the house seemed unbearably hot to me. My sister Margie was home too, and we all had a quiet, peaceful Christmas. Parting now was a lot tougher than it had been the first time. With no end to the war in sight, I didn’t know whether I would ever see my family again. That bitter cold night I left Champaign to return to camp was the first time I really realized how much my family loved me. It was all too evident to me how they were fighting to hold back their tears. The last glimpse I had of them, they were huddled together, arms around each other, standing in the light of a window, closing the gap that I was leaving. 

I arrived back in camp the evening of January third. The temperature was zero, and eighteen inches of snow lay on the ground, in places piled up six to eight feet high where it had been shoveled. Oh, how I hated having to crawl into that pig-pen with that straw-ticking on the cot, digging my blankets out of a barracks bag, all by the light of a flashlight. It was so cold that outdoor activities were almost completely curtailed. When the provost guard woke me at a quarter to seven the next morning, I pulled my bugle into the sleeping bag with me to warm it. Once or twice it froze to my lips. 

 It was next to impossible to start any of the ambulances. If you poured the scant amount of hot water you could get on the manifold or the carburetor, it would freeze before you could get around to the front to crank the engine. The Dodge and the big truck both had petcocks on the cylinders, and you could prime the cylinder with a few drops of gasoline from an old oil can, but there was no such thing on the Ford. The batteries on practically all the vehicles were useless. They were six-volt ampere, far weaker than the 12-volt batteries we use today. The lubricating oil had only one weight, 30, and because of the cold, it would get as thick as molasses, scarcely flowing at all. The two Dodges were the only cars with self-starters.

Although no one thought of it in those terms, it really was a matter of survival. The warmest place in camp was at the mess hall. Only a few days after my return, as I was walking to the commissary, I noticed smoke coming out of one of the supposedly empty barracks. I thought, if there was someplace warm in there, I wanted to know about it. 

Goodbye, Bill

I entered through the front door and walked through to the back. There, a room about thirty feet square had been boarded off. Several officers, a couple of sergeants and some enlisted men were reading parts for some kind of show. I stood just inside the door, not knowing whether to go in (or if I would be kicked out), when one of the officers spoke up and said, “ Would you like to try out for a part?”

“Part? Is this a show you are putting on?”

“Yes. We are putting on a musical comedy, written by Sergeant Dick Fechheimer here, and the music is by Bill Kernell. It’s for the entertainment of the men, and we’ll be putting it on in the entertainment hall. They handed me three pieces of typewritten paper. One was the part of a sergeant, another somebody else, and another that of a girl, Miss America. I sat down alongside a very smartly-dressed officer and asked him, “ What are these parts?”

He said, “Well, a lot of them have been chosen already, but we still have tryouts open. We are having an awful time trying to find someone to play the girl.”

Now, I had never tried anything like that before. I read over the different parts. Miss America didn’t seem to be very complicated. I turned to the lieutenant, Lieutenant Menjou, and said,  “I’d like to try out for several of these parts, if you have the time. I’d like to read for Miss America first.”

Now, I happened to be wearing a pair of knee-high, fur-lined red rubber boots, (strictly non-regulation) that latched up the front and clonked when I walked. I wore them with two pairs of socks to help keep my feet warm.  

“Go ahead,” he answered. 

I quickly learned the first four or five lines and, drawing upon my imagination of what a gorgeous creature Miss America must be, with a feminine walk I strolled in, bowed, spread out my hands as if I was smoothing my skirt, and said, “May I come in, boys?” 

The answer to that was, “You mean, can you get out!”

When I read my line, they all busted out in a howl of laughter.

Captain Mays got up and said, “That’s it, you’ve got it!” 

Five words and a delicate feminine prance won for me the part of Miss America in Goodbye, Bill, boots and all! 

Our players were joined by Captain Mays, Lieutenant Adolph Menjou, a Lieutenant Ed Wolfe, producer; Sergeant Dick Fechheimer, lyricist;  Sergeant Bill Kernell, composer; and Sergeant Bill Miller,who became the director of the orchestra. We were told that we would be rehearsing from 4:00 to 6:00 (retreat to mess time) every evening in the entertainment hall, which would be off limits to all others during those hours for our troupe to practice.              

There is no place here to tell all the details of the story of Goodbye, Bill but what started out as camp entertainment, kept getting larger and larger and more elaborate and more elaborate. The first thing we knew, we were transferred to the Lyric Theater in Allentown, with special scenery and a cast and chorus of sixty men, an orchestra of thirty and an eight piece jazz band on the stage. Those eight, incidentally, were the ones I used to sit in with in camp and also at the tea dances.

My friendship with the gals in Allentown began to stand me in good stead because I had to dig up a costume. A good many of the costumes came from Lyons Theatrical Rentals in Philadelphia, but they had nothing to fit me which would be appropriate for Miss America.  I had to buy a wig which cost $75.00, and have it fitted to my head by real hairdressers. The two Schuster sisters trotted out their best clothes, and they let out and took in, until I had two beautiful evening gowns, one of chiffon and the other made of spangles. I convinced the powers-that-be to get me a complete kit of Max Factor’s makeup, even to a white dental enamel to cover my gold tooth.  My arms were a bit too muscular to look good in an evening gown, but by using a chiffon scarf, tied at the wrist with velvet ribbon, I managed to disguise those bumps.

I went back in my mind to my school days in Bloomington when I would stand and watch Winnie Kates teach girls ballet lessons and how to use their arms. I could still hear her scream,

“Lead with your wrist and let the hand follow. Don’t let those elbows stick out that way! Relax those fingers. Let your wrist lead the gesture.”

Everyone has seen pictures of me in my get-up as a girl during the show Goodbye, Bill.

My only difficulty concerned my feet. Walking in high heels was no problem, but when it came to dancing in high heels, that was something else. One dance I found impossible to do in high heels because there was a lot of springing in it. With high heels on, your muscles and Achilles tendons are already contracted and you have to use your knees to spring with; it is quite clumsy looking. So one dance had to be transferred to the second act where I was dressed as a nurse with low-heeled shoes on. It was then very easy for me to learn it.

The show was never presented in camp. It opened in Allentown’s largest theater and played six performances, then moved to Lancaster, Easton, South Bethlehem, Philadelphia, (where we played at the Garrett for a solid week), a five day stint in Atlantic City and finally New York, playing the 44th Street Roof Theater. Fifty-six performances were performed before the footlights; we ran well into April.

I could fill a whole tape with some of the crazy, funny, zany things which happened during those performances.  The show drew rave notices everywhere it went, even in New York and raised a little over $40,000 for the Overseas Recreation Fund for the outfit.

Believe it or not, over the period of the performances, I received over a dozen “mashnotes” - men wanting to meet me after the show to go out to supper and a dance somewhere. The stage door man would give the note to a striker, who would bring it down to my dressing room. I would invariably write on the back of it, 

“Meet me at the stage door after the performance is over.”

Then when the show ended and I walked out in an army uniform, I walked right past the poor sap, (some of them were pretty good looking!) still standing there waiting for Miss America to emerge!

In Philadelphia I got into a cab with a guy to go out to the studio party, and he began to get fresh. I kept his paws off of me until we got to the studio; when we got inside and I was where I could duck if he swung at me, I took my wig off. Well, he didn’t get mad, he just looked so sheepish and abashed that I felt sorry for the poor devil!

Down at Atlantic City on the Boardwalk, Artie Benswinger, an advance man for the show, produced a moving picture camera on a tripod. We went out in costume and rode up and down the Boardwalk in chairs pushed by an attendant, stopping into shops along the way, pretending that we were making a movie. He would take the picture, and “director” Dick Fechheimer and the cast performed as Lieutenant Allen Towne and Miss America. He would say, “No, that’s not the way to do it!” Then he ripped out yards and yards of film from the camera and tore it up, throwing it on the walk. (All that film, of course, had already been exposed and spoiled long ago.) Nevertheless, we drew a crowd standing five deep watching us “film” these pictures. Then we would move down the walk three or four hundred feet and put the same act on all over again. It worked out that it actually provided good publicity for the show, as we played to packed houses in Atlantic City.

From Atlantic City, we arrived in New York, at the 44th Street Theater. That first night, about 7:30, I was in the dressing room putting on my makeup. A fellow about 45 years old, in a business suit, came in and introduced himself. I was so busy, I didn’t pay much attention to his name. He sat down and struck up a conversation with me, inquiring where I was from, what I was studying in college, and so forth. As he watched,  I put mascara on my eyelashes and shadow over my eyelids, waxed out my eyebrows and drew in higher ones,  put on my dental enamel,  and finally donned my wig. I didn’t know it, but he was one of the most prominent dramatic critics in New York! He wrote the show up and half the column described me. He had embellished the story with a few little decorations of his own. He had me with a pipe in my mouth, smoking, while I was “doing my face” and wrote that when I turned around on my stool to face him, I put one foot up over my knee like a man would do, and he really made a very funny story out of it.
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Allen Mattox, who played a Frenchman in the show, had been a truck salesman at one time in New York, so he went to his old boss and got the loan of a Mack flatbed truck. We hoisted a piano onto it and a band, plus me, and we would go down to the foot of Wall Street at noon every day when the offices were letting out for lunch. We would start playing the music of Goodbye, Bill and selling copies of the music from the show, all from the flatbed truck. But that wasn’t where the real money came from. There was such enthusiasm for the war at that time that people from the upstairs windows of all those office buildings would throw out quarters, dimes, nickels and bills. The bills would come floating down almost like snow, and the little kids who sold newspapers would go around and pick up the money and throw it up on the truck for us. Well, we cleaned up on that and it kept us pretty flush in spending money all the time we stayed in New York. None of us were in costume down there; we all dressed in regulation uniforms. It too provided good publicity for the show.

After the show, along about eleven-thirty, some of the band would come and take me, in my costume (wig and all, makeup and opera cape) to Reisenwebers at Columbus Circle where the Dixieland Jazz Band was playing.

Now a man in uniform would not be served liquor during the war. But I could order as a civilian, a teapot full of Manhattans, and they would bring that in and put down coffee cups and saucers and we would imbibe. Everybody got a drink, maybe three or four if they wanted them. I would get up and dance with the boys and people paid not a bit of attention to me.

I met George Loracka and the rest of the Dixieland Jazz Band because Charlie Hamp, the singer with our Jazz Band, had met them when he was performing at the Entertainers in Chicago. When Charlie finished his night club season in Chicago, he returned to his home in Pottstown, and married a girl named Leta. Living so close to Allentown, he went over and enlisted right there at camp.

Then, while we were in New York, Mom—bless her heart—came out from Champaign to stay with me for two or three days. I did my best to entertain her and show her New York, (as much as I knew about it), 5th Avenue, 7th Avenue and Broadway. I took her over to the Clarridge Hotel where I knew the Talmadge Sisters (famous beauties and movie actresses) were staying. We sat in the lobby and watched them come in on a couple of occasions. Boy, the way they dressed, in long evening capes and all, they sure were gorgeous! They were much prettier in life than they were on the screen. Mom met a lot of the boys in the show, and she saw four or five of our performances. Then I took her down to Grand Central Station to put her on the New York Central to go home.

About a week before we closed in New York, I had Edith come down from Boston, and she brought her roommate from Brooklyn. It took them most of Friday afternoon and all of Friday night and Saturday morning to get down to New York from Boston because they came on the Old Fall River Line, a side wheel steamship excursion line which plied between the two cities, famous in story and song for Lord knows how many years. Unlike the Mississippi steam boats with the paddle wheels in the back, the Fall River Line boats had the wheels on each side at the center of the boat. They also sat higher out of the water due to the fact that they were ocean-going vessels.

The girls had a very short time in town because they had to be back in Boston for classes Monday morning, leaving New York around three-thirty or four o’clock Sunday afternoon to make it. It seemed hardly worth while, especially since we had to keep her “roomy” with us all the time and, of course, we couldn’t talk the talk we wanted to; that was an aggravation. They, of course, saw the show, but there wasn’t much else we could do. I took them to a nice restaurant on 45th Street for dinner, early, because I had to be at the theater by 7:15. I took them home afterwards to Brooklyn. What a lonely trip that was back across from Brooklyn, through New York’s deserted streets at one o’clock. It was almost like a ghost town, silent. Thank God for the subways. I had to come from lower Manhattan clear up to 42nd Street on the subway.

Just previous to Edith’s visit, I learned that my section in Allentown had been broken up and that I was being put in the Casual Company. I had fully expected that, upon returning to camp, I would get my sergeant’s with a permanent warrant, but I hadn’t heard from Lieutenant Ohmstadt, and I was completely ignorant of what was really going on. The very thing that I was afraid of was happening, and I had no control over it. I went to Lieutenant Menjou and explained my situation, and he said, 

“Don’t worry, Keck. I will transfer you to my section, 566.” 

I had learned that Pat Walsh, a likable youngster from Grand Rapids in Michigan University who was in the chorus, was in the same boat. So while I was talking to him I asked, “What about Pat Walsh?”

He answered, “We can handle him, too. I will write up the orders and have them transmitted to Allentown at once.” 

I didn’t know a darn thing about Menjou’s outfit, but I thought that an ambulance unit would be better than Casuals. So, when the show finally closed and we all returned to Allentown, I looked up Section 566. I walked in there, looking at a bunch of strange faces I had never seen before in my life. The top Sergeant, who was partly bald, was named Bland. The section, recruited in Pasadena, mostly consisted of boys from that area, although one or two had transferred in from elsewhere. One of them was a fellow by the name of Ralph Roder, from Harvard. Nearly 200 boys had died of the flu in the camp that winter. With all the transfers and men entering ROTC, our group of 2500 men was now down to 1800. This was the reason for the shake-up. They were breaking up certain sections in order to fill others. But because we were a theatrical detachment from the camp, they had not considered us by transferring us in camp, but had shot us into Casuals. Pat Walsh hung onto me like I was an older brother, and I felt a little bit responsible because I had gotten him into this thing.

Bland was just a plain SOB. Recruited from the Pasadena Fire Department, I don’t think he had gotten past the second year in high school. I took an instant dislike to him, and it must have shown because he began to point me out right now. He noticed the stripe on my arm:

 “What’s that for?” 

I told him and he snapped, “Lance Corporal, huh? What kind of Corporal is that?” 

 In disgust, I answered, “Haven’t you ever read army regulations?” 

Our private war started!

The camp was crawling with draftees and I found my assignment was to drill eight Mexicans, who couldn’t speak English. They didn’t understand one word I said. Using hand motions, I got them over into one corner of the parade grounds and then, working with each individually, I soon taught them to say “right” and “left”, and where the right arm was and where the left arm was and where the right foot was and where the left foot was. Thank goodness, they didn’t have to learn the Manual of Arms of a rifle! I taught them to count; one, two, three, four… one, two, three, four…. Then, singling out the one who seemed to learn the quickest, I worked with him alone, teaching him “Forward March,” “Right Face,” “Left Face,” “About Face,” “To the Rear, March” and to salute, with the others watching the operations all the while. I drilled them four hours at a time, until I was hoarse. My bunch wasn’t the only one on the field just learning, but after two weeks, they did as well as any of the rest and a lot better than some. I learned a good lesson from it; if you stick at anything long enough, it will finally come around. Months later, I often wondered what ever happened to those little skinny guys.

That ignoramus, Bland, was the most overbearing character. He knew everything. You couldn’t suggest or tell him anything. He knew it all. He had that superior, overbearing attitude and he would talk to you like you were a dog. Even the guys who had enlisted along with him had no use for him. This was ironic because Menjou was such a grand guy. Of course, Menjou had been assigned to that company as their Lieutenant after their recruitment and arrival in Allentown. My, how I hated his [Bland’s] guts!

Although there were no more than the ordinary rumors circulating, a quiet air of expectancy grew around the camp. I instinctively realized that there must be something going on, and I desperately needed to see Edith once again. I knew there was no use asking Bland for leave so I went to Lieutenant Menjou and got a thirty-six hour pass. That meant Saturday night, Sunday and Sunday night. Monday morning I would have to be back in camp again. Because I couldn’t get (even out of Menjou) anything better alerted me to the fact that something was in the works.

I spent money as fast as I received it in New York and as a result, all I had was the first pay I got after I came back to camp. A round trip ticket from Allentown to Boston and back, took the best part of that. Of course, the train connections I could make weren’t set up just to suit me. I had to take some kind of branch line of the Pennsylvania into Hoboken, New Jersey, the ferry over to New York in Lower Manhattan, the subway up to Grand Central Station, then finally the New York, New Haven, and Hartford Electric Line to Boston.

The trip from New York to Boston spans about 360 miles, which we were supposed to cover in six hours. My trips down to Wall Street with the Jazz Band had familiarized me with the lower part of Manhattan and Washington Square. The Battery and the subways were not hard to find. It’s unbelievable how quiet the streets of New York down in that part are at that time of night — two o’clock.

The Electric to Boston was probably the smoothest and fastest train I had ever ridden in the United States. The road bed was so smooth, the ride felt almost like floating on air, and it (the train I mean) went like the devil!

I have talked with Edith several times about what happened when I got to Boston and neither one of us can remember the arrangement for our meeting. She must have met me at the depot because we started out walking, exploring some of the streets. At some places five or six streets would run into one intersection. We were trying to find the wharf and the ocean and kind of get an idea where the Boston Tea Party was, but after an hour or so, we finally arrived back at Boston Commons. We saw the Old North Church, and Faneuil Hall. By that time, we went over to the Tourraine Hotel for a dinner in their beautiful big dining room, all done in red velvet, white walls, red carpet, and servants galore. The Maître d’ assigned me a Captain who took us to a table; two waiters served us, each standing behind a chair all the time while we ate. The dinner was very sumptuous. We had ordered it off the menu (which was largely written in French), so I just requested the special of the day. A big cart arrived on which all the dishes came crowned with big silver covers. Our attendants dished up the food, serving the plates right there and set them down in front of us on gorgeous china and heavy, polished silver. The waiters were all in smart uniforms; cutaway jackets with a stripe down the pants leg and red cummerbunds. I don’t remember the price of the meal, but I began to wonder whether I should tip the waiters or tip the captain or tip all three. Well, we escaped there, but none of those fellows got rich on the tip I left! 

We rode the subway up to Cambridge, visiting Longfellow’s old home and then toured the campus of Harvard University. I was curious to see their Law School, which I did. Langley Hall I think it was called; a long beige brick building trimmed in white stone. I would have loved to have gone over and walked through it; I was sure the library might be open. 

 With a last lingering glance, we left, taking a trolley out to Marblehead—a famous and beautiful harbor, not large enough for shipping, but great for private yachts.

High on a hill overlooking this lovely sight, on the North side, was a cemetery. As we imagined the view from there to be commanding, we went up, finally finding a headstone overlooking the bay, surrounded by graves dating back clear into the 1700’s. We sat down, using the headstone as a backrest. Looking down at those peaceful sailboats in the bay, the war seemed so far away.

This was the first chance we had found since going home at Christmas to pour out our hearts and our thoughts. I told her it wouldn’t be long before I would be going overseas. We discussed whether we would get married before I left. We still had our schooling ahead of us. We discussed her mother and my parents. We considered the short time left before I would go overseas, and the possibility that I wouldn’t come back, perhaps leaving her with a baby to raise by herself. It was torture for both of us. No, we decided, we would wait. Through the urgency that war brings on, some couples try to cram a whole lifetime into a few weeks. The risks were too high; we decided we could wait. If we loved each other enough, we could wait and wait and wait, for the glorious day when we could be together. That wonderful day would be well worth all this time away from each other. We had waited so long. When there is a war on, it changes people’s minds, forcing them to do something in haste, only to find later that they have made a bad mistake. We concluded that we did not want to make this mistake. I told her what was going on at camp and that it would be only a matter of days before my departure. (What we would live on if we got married, never entered our minds!) We knew that our strength was great enough that we would manage, no matter how, but we would “cut it.” Common sense prevailed and almost cheerfully we came down to the shore at dusk.

Oh, how I wanted to treat her to a lobster dinner. Shops all along advertised shore dinners at the most reasonable prices, featuring Maine lobster. The lobster dinner was $1.75—$3.50 for two, plus two bits for a tip to total $3.75. I had exactly three bucks in my pocket, so we settled for ham and eggs for 65 cents and coffee at a nickel apiece.

The trolley ride back to Cambridge and the subway would take the rest of the dollar; I would start home to Allentown with a buck in my pocket. I didn’t tell Edith how tight I was running on money. We talked about it later, and she recalled she didn’t have even a dime with her all that day, not even “mad money.” So we had ham and eggs, potatoes and coffee and we rode the trolley to Cambridge. As the train was due within an hour and she was but a short distance from her dormitory, I bid her good-bye at the tube entrance. I descended down the tube and she turned and walked to her dorm. That was the last time I saw her until after the war.

On The Sea
When I arrived in Allentown, I had exactly one dollar to my name. But I knew my Edith would wait for me. Two weeks later I was back in Hoboken on a troop train with 1500 others on a siding with a row of warehouses. On the other side docked a large ocean-going liner, Giuseppe Verdi, which plied in peacetime between Genova, Italy and Buenos Aires, South America. This was its first time in New York Harbor. The 550-foot hull was camouflaged with black and white and a plain-colored blue. The superstructure containing all the first and second class cabins was painted a light, dull blue-grey, hard to see against the skyline. On the main deck rested life boats in their davits under tarpaulins. To me the ship looked huge; of course, I had never seen any other ocean-going liner. Towering over all were two enormous smoke stacks. Ahead of them, the bridge rose a good 70 feet above the water. The top deck must have been 50 or 60 feet above the surface. This vessel had a top speed of 21 knots. The name Giuseppe Verdi, in English is Joseph Green, so the boat immediately became “the old Joe Green”, to become our home for our journey to Europe.

Steerage quarters were large wards, you might call them. The beds of steel tubing stood built like double-deckers, only in some places they were three decks high, and were bolted to the floor and ceiling. Each bunk held a thin cotton pad to sleep on. Our backpacks contained blankets, our mess kits and canteen and a bar of salt-water soap. Luckily, I drew a bottom bunk, so I could slide my violin case right underneath me. Each of us had a barracks bag stuffed with whatever we wished to take along (as long as it would fit inside) and those were all stowed in the hold.

 Along about two o’clock, I looked out the porthole alongside my cot and noticed that the boat was moving. I hadn’t been aware that it had ever slipped dock! Then I began to be conscious of the throbbing of the engines that was to stay with us throughout the whole trip.

Staten Island and the Statue of Liberty glided by and a big well of emotion made me wonder if I would ever see the “old lady” again or not. No one was allowed on deck until we had cleared the harbor. Then as the sun set in the west, the last landfall disappeared and we were on the high seas.

Only a thin white wisp of smoke crept out of those stacks until after dark, when black smoke began pouring forth. We knew then that they were putting the coal on and steaming up. The wake behind us became white with foam and very turbulent as we accelerated to top speed. This pattern continued all the way across the Atlantic; slowing down to 14 knots during the daytime, letting no smoke show in the stacks, and then at night pouring on the coal and going like the devil!

I had looked at maps enough to know that we should be going east or a little bit north of east. Instead, we were heading south and east. The ship had only a 45-foot beam, thus it naturally developed a slow roll from side to side of about five or six degrees. A lot of the guys began to get seasick. 

We found the only water available to wash or shave with was sea water. So that’s what the salt-water soap was for! You could not muster any more suds with that soap then you could with any other. It just made crud! Fresh water for drinking was rationed. Shaving proved to be a very painful process, and afterward my face turned raw.

The first meal served to us consisted of tripe and spaghetti. I don’t know who discovered where this new main course originated, but I certainly didn’t know. Tripe is made from the stomach of a cow, and since they say that a cow has seven stomachs, God knows which one this “delicacy” comes from. The spaghetti was the vermicelli type and it was tasteless. To compensate for all the salt from the ocean water we used, they had left all the seasoning out of the food; chewing a bite of tripe was like chewing on a piece of rubber. A couple of forkfuls of spaghetti was all I could get down and the rest of it went over the side of the boat. Looking along the railing from side to side, I could see the spaghetti falling like snow. No one could eat it.

The next morning, after setting-up exercises on the deck, we were treated to a breakfast of oatmeal sweetened with prunes; no milk, no sugar. If there is anything lousier than oatmeal with prune juice, it is more oatmeal with prune juice! That went over the side too! Luckily, I retained a good sized bag of candy bars I had stowed in my backpack. 

Charlie Hamp and I, a banjo player named McCoy, a drummer named Charlie Johnson and a couple of others sat on the deck the second day talking about the food, when Wade Meadows came up. Wade had been a Top Sergeant in one of the sections and an ardent fan of the band ever since we began. He had received his bars just before he boarded the boat and of course he had no time to obtain a tailored officer’s uniform, so he sewed his bars on his sergeant’s uniform. The material was far inferior to the officers’ uniforms of beautiful serge. The greater part of what we didn’t know was that he still felt more at home down on the deck with us than he did upstairs in the officers’ quarters. He had come over to where we were sitting, and of course, because he had bars on, we all got up and stood at attention. He grinned sheepishly, motioning for us to sit down as he joined our group. He knew about the lousy food we were getting because he had been down on our deck more than he had been upstairs. Finally, Wade said, “Have you guys all got your instruments with you?” Well, I had my violin, and Charlie Hamp brought his saxophone and played the ship’s piano. McCoy had his banjo, but Charlie Johnson’s drums were all down in the hold….

Dinner music for the Officers!

The whole camp band was on board, as were all the kids who had played in the pit for the show Goodbye Bill. There was Pawlick the first violin player in the pit, and “Musty” Mustarde, a pretty good Jazz fiddler, (he didn’t play in anything during the show, but I knew he was on board,) and a Charlie Neale from Boston who played cello in the pit orchestra. I wasn’t sure if Neale could improvise, but I knew Musty could. I remembered a guy from Buffalo named Art Decker, who had a beautiful tenor voice. Hamp was familiar with all of them except Decker, so we asked Wade to look these guys up to ask if they possessed any instruments with which they could pad out the band. We finally put together a combo; we would play with soft strings and eventually pep it up with rhythm — McCoy on banjo and Johnson on drums and Charlie on sax.

Arriving upstairs a little early, we played together to get a feel for ourselves and I thought we didn’t sound too bad. Well, we made a big hit with the officers! Colonel Franklin was tickled to death! Decker sang Roses of Picardy and Over There, on which the officers all joined in on the last chorus.

 After our performance we were ushered down to the deck below into another dining room, which looked just about as good as the one we had been in, but slightly smaller. There we were served a five course dinner! Three kinds of little fishes appeared, anchovies, sardines, and herring pickled and smoked in olive oil dressing. Antipasto, then a minestrone, then a main dish of a beautiful piece of roast beef, a delicious crusty bread, boiled green olives in some sort of a sauce were all offered. A beautiful salad of bananas, pineapple and citrus fruit with tiny little oranges followed. To finish came helpings of gelati — kind of a cross between ice cream and a sherbet; Café spiked with cognac, and cigars! 

All the main dishes lay enticingly on the table; we helped ourselves and didn’t leave a morsel. We doggie-bagged everything! We all purposely saved a bite or two of meat, and slices of bread. In a sideboard, we found a cabinet full of boxes of cubed sugar. We emptied three or four of these boxes into our pockets and then replaced the empties in the rear, making sure that all the front ones were full. Discovered behind another little door was a cabinet full of salt cellars, one of which disappeared. When we returned to the steerage, I went over and got Pat out of his bunk. Bringing him over to mine I whispered that I had something for him, and handed him a beef sandwich, a handful of the olives and a half dozen cubes of sugar. A little too loud to suit me, he asked, “Where in the hell did you get that?” I shushed him and whispered, “Never mind. Eat it and keep your damn mouth shut! Maybe there will be more where this came from.” 

The next morning, I didn’t take any prunes. I just took the oatmeal, some bread and oleo, and my coffee. I could have used some milk, but I didn’t. Those sugar cubes helped out the oatmeal to where I could actually eat it.

Thus, from that day on until we finally landed in Genova, Italy, every evening we played for the officers, every evening we had a sumptuous dinner, and every evening we brought all we could get in our pockets and in our instrument cases to the guys in the steerage. It was a well-kept secret down in the steerage!

On the same deck with the dining room where we ate, I found a cabin I could get into which contained a lavatory with a bath and a shower with the biggest bath towels I have ever seen in my life; you could wrap up in one of them. In one end was woven “Lloyd”; in the other “Giuseppe Verdi.” Well, from then on, I quit trying to get a bath downstairs or to shave in salt water. Every third day I carried my razor and stuff along with me and after we had eaten, slipped off to my secret cabin to bathe and shave in hot fresh water. On those nights, Pat had to wait for his snack. My private cabin on the second deck was the best kept secret of the War! 

There was not much chance for any enlisted man to get above deck except for some special reason. Wade Meadows always escorted us up every evening. So as far as I knew, no other fellows obtained a special opening like ours and I am sure none of the rest of the band ever found “Lloyd’s” cabin. Yet every time I used it, it was all cleaned up with fresh towels.

One morning, (I think it was the tenth day), we climbed on deck, greeted by an overcast sky; you couldn’t see the sun. Off to the right we could see land—well, that didn’t make sense! Land should be either on our left side or ahead of us, but this land was on our starboard side. By golly, we must be going north! We had no more figured this out, when a commotion arose over on the other side of the ship. We went over to look, and found a destroyer about a quarter of a mile off, running flags up and down like a woman putting out laundry, as was the “Old Joe Green.” It was an English destroyer which was escorting us into Gibraltar—we had been way south of the Azores. We were going quite slow with this destroyer crisscrossing in front of us all the time. We finally dropped anchor at Gibraltar about four o’clock in the afternoon.

The familiar picture of Gibraltar we see in the Prudential ads is from the east side, and we were approaching from the southwest, so of course, it didn’t at all resemble what we thought that famous rock should look like. A busy town spread out down at the bottom of it from which switchback roads ran up the sides of the rock. Verdure (green vegetation) grew clear up to the top. Flags were going up and down the wires one after the other. Across from us by not more than four hundred feet sat two destroyers and a submarine. In the distance, not more than two or three miles away, the hills of Spain were visible with their sloping sides of green and yellow patches. We could make out that the green fields were vineyards and the yellow patches were some kind of ripening grain, probably wheat. It was the first time I had an opportunity to use my camera. 

The ship stood off from any dock and soon tiny tugs began to work big flat barges loaded with coal—the barge was five times as big as the tug—into place along side our ship. This was a slow painful process. They had to move very carefully, and when darkness settled, they lit flambos—big flaming torches—to work by. Then as it got real dark, this scene became eerie as the devil, almost like an inferno. Looking down to see these stevedores down there, their faces black from the dust of the coal, carrying the coal on their shoulders in leather baskets, one at a time, dumping the basket into the side of the ship. There must have been at least twenty-five ratlines over the side of the ship, hanging down from the top rail of the deck. These barge men loading the coal into the hold were all Spanish and spoke only Spanish. The work was hard. As the night was warm, their skin glistened with sweat in the torchlight, and when they looked up at you, they almost looked like men in a Minstrel show.

One of the men caught my eye and I waved to him. He reached in his pocket and pulled out (I couldn’t tell what it was until he had opened it up) a beautiful switchblade knife which looked like it had a gold handle on it. He was in uncertain light and was thirty feet below, but even in that light and at that distance, I could tell it was something unusual. I took out my wallet and held it where he could see it and beckoned for him to come up the rope with the knife, and he did! In no time, he was up hanging onto the rail with his toes stuck in between the bottom rail and the deck, hanging on the outside with the knife in his teeth. I took it from him and beheld a switchblade with a four and one half inch blade and a beautiful damascene handle with red, turquoise, green, and yellow enamels and gold crustaceans laid out in a beautiful bird-of-paradise oriental design. I opened my wallet and took out a five dollar bill and offered it to him. I could see he wasn’t looking at the five dollar bill, he was looking at something in my wallet. I had three United Cigar Store coupons that I was saving for some silly reason. There were two yellow ones and a green one. He pushed my hand away that had the five dollar bill in it and he reached over and pointed to these three coupons. I shook my head and tried to explain to him that they weren’t any good, but he insisted that what he wanted was the three coupons. So, for three United Cigar Store coupons, I got one of the most beautiful knives I have ever owned in my life. The knife wasn’t all handle, either. The steel in the blade was as fine as any steel in any knife I have ever owned. Once I even won a bet that I could shave with it. I carried it all through the war and brought it home as one of my prized possessions, then one day I laid it down somewhere and I never got it back. 

We stayed on deck until late that night, watching from one rail to the other as they put coal in on both sides down below. Just before daylight, we were awakened by the throbbing of the engines and realized we were under way, going through the Straits of Gibraltar, headed east and north, escorted by British and Italian destroyers. Now we “would-be navigators” knew where we were going; we decided our destination must be Marseilles, France. About noon, the destroyers turned to return to Gibraltar, leaving us on our own. 

About two-thirty or three o’clock that afternoon, approximately one mile from us off our starboard side, we saw something bobbing up and down in the water. One of the guys on the deck had some field glasses and he said it looked like a box floating in the water. Well, a box might have a periscope under it! The Bridge also saw it and Bang! Bang! The “Old Joe Green” uncovered two sets of cannons, two in the front and one in the back on the upper deck, which each shot a three inch shell. Shells splashed all around that box. The firing of the guns on the open sea didn’t sound very loud; only two of the shells exploded, sounding almost like pop bottle corks popping. The box evidently didn’t pursue us and fell behind and that was the closest we had to a torpedo attack on the entire trip.

We steamed along through a second night and finally, at the break of day, we steamed into what we thought was Marseilles, (or was it?) As I stood in the bow, leaning over the rail, sailing slowly in and seeing the other boats around, the freighters, the scows, the barges, and the city on the shore and the mountains behind, I had the strangest feeling of having been there before. We weren’t sure what port it was, but we began to notice that all the boats and everything we could see had Italian print on it. Ordered to prepare our backpacks and to be careful not to leave anything, we all crowded along the rails, five deep, watching as the ship, almost without any help, slipped into the dock. The two tug boats had very little to do. 

Italy

Genova

Actually, we found ourselves in Genova (Genoa) Italy, a lovely town nestled on the shore, surrounded by mountains.

Told to leave everything we carried at the head of the companionway, (told it would be taken care of) we prepared to march through Genova. The first American troops to be seen in that part of Italy, we were to march on parade through some of the main streets in Genova, flanked by a squadron of Italian bersaglieri, to proceed on out into the country to a camping ground where we would erect our pup tents and make camp.

When we lined up, first came the MPs, with the adjutant of the group, Major Rasmussen; then the headquarters detachment and behind them Colonel Persons and Colonel Franklin and their orderlies, the clerks, then five ambulance sections, a thirty piece band, more sections on down the line until there were only about ten sections left, all followed by yet another band of thirty pieces. Our camp band was broken up into two sections for this parade. All in all I would say we were strung out over about three-eighths of a mile. Roughly, it would take about fifteen minutes for us to pass any given point, possibly twenty. There was no question that the town had been alerted to the fact that American troops were landing.

Italian cities and even homes in the countryside were made up of tile, brick, and stucco. Building timber was a scarce article in Italy and only when you got into the mountains would you find any homes made of wood.

Our march through Genova was sensational! People threw flowers from the windows. People ran out to hand us flowers. A beautiful red rose fell on my hat and the thorns clung to the felt. The rear half of the parade virtually walked on a carpet of flowers. Women stood with tears in their eyes and their cheers had an undertone of gratitude. With that kind of reception, how could you keep a straight face? There wasn’t a man in that column who wasn’t grinning from ear to ear, and I think those grins won over the local folks more than anything else we could have done. They could feel our friendliness and they gave us back the same—twofold.

The streets in Genova were like those in a lot of coastal towns, kind of hilly, (in our case almost always uphill). The glare and heat from the sun on the pavements beat up into our faces and carrying the weight of our backpacks, we were wringing wet with sweat. Was it this hot in sunny Italy all the time? We plodded on and finally came to the outskirts of the city. Continuing on into the country, we marched along the shore called the Lido. After climbing a long hill overlooking the bay we turned into a good sized field that was to be the site of our camp. Then after breaking ranks and drinking all the water we wanted (for the first time in weeks), we rested awhile and then began to map out streets along which to line up our pup tents.

The field was covered with rocks anywhere from the size of an egg up to a bushel basket. As we had no rolling stock, it had to be borrowed from the Italians and we utilized Italian drivers. Bags for drinking water hung suspended on tripods—the first time we had seen that since Valley Forge. Up on top of the hill (of this field), sat an Italian Army kitchen where we were served a good hot minestrone, real thick. Here we first experienced Italian bread, baked in a round loaf with a crust a good quarter of an inch thick, the inside a beige brown color. It had sort of a yeasty taste to it, but when we got used to it, we liked it very much. You could break a tooth off trying to bite through the crust! You had to cut it, so the loaf was sliced into about six pieces and you whittled on it to eat it. There was nothing else to drink but our water—heavily chlorinated.

The next day the Susquehanna, a rusty old freighter, pulled in and docked. On it was our entire fleet of rolling stock, all the ovens to set up a bakery, all our provisions, four hundred ambulances, fifty Pierce Arrow three-ton trucks, fifty Dodge touring cars, and a few motorcycle side cars, but everything was knocked down. The ambulance frames were packed ten in a bundle; bodies packed as flat sheets. The Pierce trucks were unloaded without a cab or a body on them. The cabs were crated and the bodies had to be put together. It was unbelievable the amount of stuff they got out of that rusty old freighter, which had left New York before our show there was over. The ship had been in convoy to France and then sailed along the coast of Portugal, through the Straits and then to Genova. The water line on this old tub, before it started to unload, sat three feet under the water. The quickest way to get the cargo on wheels was to take the mechanics down to the ship and set it all up there, so they (and anyone else who could swing a wrench) went to work on the dock. It took almost a whole day to get organized on the dock. All the mechanics were busy unpacking engines and putting them on the chassis of the cars, putting on wheels, the rest of the crew assembled bodies and then bolted them to the chassis. Ambulances were GMCs with a geared transmission. All these kids had been trained on Ford’s planetary transmission. Everyone of them had to be taught how to drive a geared transmission.

One day I had a chance to see my service record, attached to which must have been at least six or seven sheets signed by Lieutenant Ohmstadt, each one commending me for some certain kind of work. On the bottom lay my application for a permanent warrant sergeant with his recommendation.

I went back to my old job at teaching the fellows how to drive. In the middle of all this, one day I was called by Bland and told that I was to drive Captain Tomlin to a town in the mountains of Eastern Italy. It was then that I learned of Menjou’s transfer to Paris; he was gone—replaced by a Captain Tomlin. I was to drive him and two other officers to Padova (Padua). We left Genova early in the morning and immediately began to get into the mountains and with a new engine that had never been broken in, we had to climb over a ridge of mountains 3500 feet high. The other side of the mountain was much steeper and full of switchbacks. I don’t think I got out of second gear all the way down. Years before, Joe Feldcamp, a friend in Bloomington, had taught me to save my brakes by using my gears to slow the car. It had become a habit.

We finally came out onto a plain in Northern Italy, with wheat fields and white stone roads covered by a half inch of white stone dust, built by the Romans. We later learned that those roads were three feet thick and had been built in the Caesars’ time. They were at least 1800 years old!

We had already discovered that you drove on the left side of the road and since all of our vehicles were right hand drive, it put the driver practically in the middle of the road all the time. Then in some towns, all of a sudden the traffic would change to the right and maybe you would drive a quarter of a mile on the right side of the road, and then switch back to the left again. To the north we could see way in the distance the snow-capped Alps mountains. Some of the roads were lovely, with trees along both sides, planted close together creating a virtual archway across the road.

There were three cars in our convoy procession, the first carried Colonel Persons and Major Rasmussen, and in the second rode another group of officers. All the roads had traffic signs made with blue enamel. You could tell by where they were located what they said. Some of the words were used in music as well, such as rallentare meaning “slow down.” Curves and intersections were depicted by actual diagrams of the locations. A destra a sinistra meant right and left. The three officers in my vehicle talked among themselves but didn’t say much to me. We had lunch at a restaurant in Mantova and arrived in Padova about five o’clock in the afternoon.

We pulled up in front of a hotel, which proved to be an Italian military headquarters. After much saluting and hand shaking, our Brass all moved in to the hotel with the Italians and proceeded to go into a conference. We drivers were left to shift for ourselves, finally, along about seven o’clock, finding a restaurant. The sole entreé available was rabbit in sort of a stew with vegetables and the same kind of bread we had encountered in Genova. The only beverage was red wine.

 The restaurant seemed to be a loitering place for people. Over at another table sat three men, one in a greenish khaki uniform who turned around, grinned, and spoke to us in English. We immediately knew he was an American, from his slang. He was sitting with a civilian who had a pasty white complexion and the narrowest face I ever saw on a person, looking like he had come right out of a Dickens novel. He was a British correspondent from the London Daily Mail. The third fellow wore what looked to me like an English uniform with Lieutenant bars—with a handsome wide brown leather belt—and apparently he had been drinking too much vino. His name was [Ernest] Hemmingway, and we could tell he was an American from the way he talked. When I found out he was from Oak Park, Illinois, I asked him if he knew Jimmy Pauss or the Armstrong boys. He didn’t but he knew about the Armstrong Tool Company.

We were put up at the hotel overnight and learned that the meeting had been to allocate our sections along the front according to the need; some locations receiving three and four sections, others needing only one.

Three or four days after I met Hemmingway, I learned that he was hit by a mortar shell shrapnel, about thirty five miles from Padova on the Piave River. After long months in an army hospital in Milan, he finally convalesced in Lake Como and Lake Maggiore. When I read the book Farewell to Arms I identified this guy Hemmingway as the author. No wonder the background of that book seemed so familiar to me. He had been in a sort of a Morgan Harjes Unit and wounded near Mount Sato. I never encountered any such outfits, although it is possible that when we got established, then they moved out. There was no question that there had been an American Ambulance outfit of some kind in Italy before us.

We had been gone four days from Genova, stopping at Mantova and Piacenza. It was amazing the progress that our section had made in those four days we had been gone. We were shaping up very rapidly. Our section was given a twelve hour pass, and we all trudged down into Genova. Of course, everybody had different ideas about what they wanted to do. Pat and I headed for a bagno, which we had seen during the parade. It must have been a hundred years old. It had stone tubs and plenty of warm water. In the center of the room was a sunken pool, about three feet deep. I was just getting out of the tub, dripping wet, when a woman came into the room. She held all the towels and handed me one of those big Italian bath towels. She wasn’t very tall, and the lines in her face showed that she had worked hard all her life. She must have been thirty-five or forty years old, and nude men were just part of her life. She paid no more attention to us than if we were horses.

Genova is built on a mountainside. Some of the streets that run parallel to the mountain are a hundred feet above each other. 

We found a little promontory where fishermen were mending their nets. Wandering out behind, we came to the most beautiful cemetery I ever saw. The marble sculptures on some of those graves were as beautiful as anything I ever saw in Florence afterwards. Many of the inscriptions were in Latin.

Finally, we found ourselves in an outdoor café high above the city. It was a beautiful sight, looking down on the town and the harbor. Beautiful trees and vines decorated a sort of courtyard. The sun danced little bright lights on the table top. We had some cheese and bread and a bottle of Asti-Spumanti, a bubbling wine, very sweet, delicious. I had taken an oath when I was a youngster at the Academy in Bloomington, that I would not take a drink until I was 21; and these wines were a new experience to me. The vino in Padova had been sour, but this Asti-Spumanti was tangy, sweet and delicious! It was highly effervescent, and actually the Italian equivalent of champagne, made from grapes found only in the province of Asti. Pat wanted to order another bottle, but we had no idea how far we were from camp and our twelve hour pass expired at eight o’clock.

We had cashed American money for Italian lire from the finance officer at camp that morning, so we had no money problems. The finance officer at headquarters had set up a place on the grounds where you could exchange dollars for lire.

So, on slightly unsteady legs, we started to make a beeline down the mountain toward the coast. We knew if we got down there we could find the road that went out to camp. But that was easier said than done. There are no straight roads in Genova. We finally got down to the shore and found the road and reached camp just at dark, eight o’clock.

Ten days later, the headquarters units, the fifty or so men in 566 and those in two other sections, moved out. We made quite a train with all our ambulances and trucks. I was given the job to drive the Pierce-Arrow, the three ton truck, with the two-ton soup kitchen on behind. Pulling the soup kitchen was like pulling a cannon. It only had two wheels and a long tongue, and a stove with an oven and all kinds of cabinets around it, a virtual pantry and a lot of kitchen utensils. I think they had originally been designed to be pulled by two or four horses. We were going upgrade almost before we got out of Genova, climbing the ridge of mountains behind it which stood nearly thirty-five hundred feet high. With all these new tight engines, we expected a certain amount of trouble, (overheating, and so forth) because the weather was hot. There were about six or seven trucks in all and three of them had these soup kitchens hooked on. Trucks with the soup kitchens set the pace for the entire column. Getting up to the ridge was mostly accomplished in second and low gear—sometimes in third—but never in fourth. These trucks had ridge poles and were covered with a tarpaulin, much the same as the old Conestoga wagons. Every vehicle was loaded as full as could be, even the ambulances. We were taking along everything we owned. When we got to the top, I noticed that the headquarters trucks ahead of me were gaining on me and leaving me behind. Now these Pierce-Arrows didn’t have pneumatic tires. They had hard rubber tires, about two inches thick, truncated cone in cross section with a base about six inches across. They were vulcanized (reinforced) right on the rim, then the rim put on the wooden wheel much the same as you would put on an iron tire on its wheel. There was no corrugation (tread) on the tire; they were perfectly smooth.

With that kitchen on behind, the back wheels would slip on any loose gravel or wet spots. The only brakes we had were on the back wheels of the truck. Joe Feldcamp back in Bloomington when I was a teenager had taught me in driving the hills to Peoria from Bloomington to use my gears instead of my brakes to get down a hill. That experience with that Stutz-Bearcat on Fell Avenue in Bloomington taught me how horrible it is to have no brakes on a car. So I began my fifteen mile descent in second and third gear. I never let the truck get over eight miles an hour and as a result when I came to those switchbacks, I was going slow enough to negotiate them without using brakes.

The equipment ahead of me started to leave me behind; so far, in fact, that when I came along, even the dust had settled. There were trucks behind me, but I didn’t speed up. About half way down I caught up with the first Pierce-Arrow, sitting along side the road with its kitchen behind and with no back tires on the wheels. Five minutes later, here was another one along side the road with its kitchen behind it and no tires on the back wheels. I had been trying to save my brakes. I had never even thought about the tires. The drivers had let the trucks run and then slammed on the brakes. When the tires heated they softened and stretched and came off the rims. If anything, I went slower than ever. I finally made it into Piacenza about five o’clock in the evening. They had spare rims with tires on them back in Genova, but they had to take the wheels from the trucks and the tires from Genova and send them to Torino where the only usable hydraulic press was found. Those tires and rims were pushed onto a wooden wheel, much like an iron tire was put on a wagon wheel.

Mantova

We bivouacked at Piacenza that night and the next day proceeded to Mantova and for the first time set up our squad tents, eight men to the tent. The headquarters units moved into an old castle northeast of town with a moat around it and part of the moat had overflowed into a small lake. There was no drawbridge, but you could clearly see where it had been. Our camp was on the south side of Mantova on a common adjoining the town and just across the road from us was an old palace called the Palazzo Ducalé, a rambling structure dating back to Medieval times, surrounded with a high iron picket fence with very elaborate ornamental iron gates. Both the castle and the palace were empty. The latrines and garbage dumps had to be dug and canvas screens set around them, and our one kitchen set up adjoining our section. One of these army kitchens could handle about 150 men. 

Three days after arriving in Mantova, three of us were sent back with our trucks to Genova to pick up the first bread from the bakery we had built there. Mechanics were still putting machinery together in Genova and thus the bakery had been set up in an empty warehouse on the dock. We could see other units about ready to move out. My truck was loaded with bread and the other two trucks picked up a lot of canned goods, sugar in big sacks, dried onions, potatoes, canned and smoked meats and big sides of beef packed in salt. The bread was excellent, snow-white bread with a lovely brown crust. Each loaf weighed a pound and a half. Also remaining to be transported were loads of canvas, blankets and uniforms, all of which were taken to the castle in Mantova where a commissary and a quartermaster department had been established.

All this excited quite a lot of curiosity among the natives—old people, lot of kids, and young women, but not very many young men. I don’t recall any. The kids were charming and the girls were friendly but shy. Some of them were very pretty, and if they had donned an American dress and had their hair fixed, they would have actually been stunning. Their simple dresses couldn’t conceal the fact that some of them had beautiful figures. Until you looked at their feet. Some of the girls had been going barefoot for four years, even in winter. The winters in northern Italy are comparatively mild, but they can be cold and clammy. Now, in the middle of July, it was hot. The girls’ toes were well separated and the feet were larger than most American girls. We were just not used to seeing young women barefoot. 

About then a flash flood rain in the middle of the night cost me my violin. I saw the box floating out through the opening of the tent and I lost track of it in the driving rain and darkness. The next morning I found it about sixty feet away full of water and coming all apart. It couldn’t be fixed. So I threw the whole thing away, box, fiddle and all, on the wood pile over at the kitchen. 

The war had decimated the numbers of young Italian men. I don’t suppose there was a woman anywhere who hadn’t lost a son or two or husband or father. What men were left were all up in the mountains along the Piave River. Their retreat of the previous winter and spring called the “Caporetto disaster” had not only decimated them, but it had done something very serious to the Italian morale.

Food was quite scarce. As you drove through the countryside, you never could see a beef, only once in a while a milk-cow, no pigs, a few chickens kept for eggs, but nearly every house had a rabbit warren three or four stories high (that’s rabbit stories); the older rabbits in the bottom and then several generations of rabbits in the upper floors. That was practically all the meat there was. What little meat the villagers produced was going up to the front for the soldiers. The hotels and the small cafés were no better off than the people in the houses. All they had to serve was rabbit. Of course along the shore, there were fish, but in those days with no refrigeration, none of the fish ever got inland. These gentle people that were around the camp—some of them were as fair as the English or an Irishman—some of them were even red-headed. They were easy to talk to, although we couldn’t speak their language and they couldn’t speak ours. Many of them thought that we were from South America. It was surprising to find so many who had relatives that had gone to South America. Many of them were so surprised to learn that we were from New York or Chicago. The word American didn’t mean to them what it means to us. We were Stati Uniti. Our country was known as the United States. America was South America.

Our trucks and ambulances labeled U.S.A. con la serci tout l’Italiano was perplexing to them because U.S.A. did not compare with Stati Uniti which would be S.U.—initials which we reserve in America for the damn Russians—and awkward for us to call ourselves “citizens of the United States,” so we called ourselves Americans, but to them we were not Americans, we are United States citizens. The nickname “Yankee” meant nothing to them.

Then, there was Feliccé. A curly red headed Italian who had been wounded and discharged with a paralyzed arm, this new-found friend spoke cockney English with an Italian accent. Before the war, he had served as a waiter in London in some of the best hotels and also in New York. He was very familiar with the better restaurants in that city. Arriving home from New York for a visit when the war broke out, the draft caught him. He had served two years before he was wounded and finally discharged. He could understand me perfectly, but I had an awful time understanding him. I learned a lot of Italian equivalents to our English words and also something about Italian grammar. One evening I gave him a slice of our bread and a small piece of ham. He was polite enough to not “wolf” it, but you could see that he was extremely hungry. After every meal when we would scrape our mess kits off in the garbage dump, people would jump down in there and pick out the crusts of bread and scraps of this and that and eat them. 

I also learned that there was sort of a caste system in Italy. The man who works with his hands or works in a shop or keeps store is not respected as much as a lawyer or a doctor. An Avvocato (lawyer) or a Dottore (doctor) were more intelligent and educated; therefore they rated right up there next to royalty.

My other good friends were Maria and Luigi. Maria was about the size of Edith. Her ill-fitting dress couldn’t conceal that she had a beautiful shape and she had naturally curly brown hair. I would practice the Italian I had learned from Luigi and Feliccé on her. Luigi was a fourteen year old boy who dressed very well. He had been to private school and had learned some English. I would slip them a half a candy bar and then watched how they nursed it along—nibble, nibble, nibble,—making it last as long as possible. I don’t know whether Maria had ever tasted chocolate before in her life. She didn’t live in town. She lived east and around the corner from the Palazzo Ducalé —someplace, probably on some kind of farm. Maria and Feliccé or Luigi could eat a piece of white bread like it was cake—pane bianca. I don’t think they had ever seen white bread in Italy. Their language is so musical and so nearly like Latin. Luigi’s English pronunciation was terrible, and in exchange for what I learned from him, he learned to speak better English. Feliccé was impossible. He had learned his English someplace in London. That was good enough for him.

The Caporetto disaster of the winter before resulted in the loss of hundreds of square miles of territory and brought Italy to almost a total collapse. British, Scottish Highlanders and Australian troops had poured into Italy at that time to boost their strength and reinforce the lines. Americans were taking their place in France.

It was great to get my new-found friends to laughing. They had so little to laugh about, they were so grateful for any slight favor. There were hundreds of boys in the camp like me who had their own particular friends and they were pretty faithful. As the summer and early fall went by and I would go through Mantova, some days I wouldn’t be there for two weeks, again maybe it was only a day that I would be gone. It made no matter, they were there every night, asking for Carlo. The “Corporado Carlo.”

Captain Tomlin had some job besides just being Captain of this section. He was constantly going somewhere, and I drove him most of the time. He seemed to spend an awful lot of time at the castle in conference with the brass. He was a Captain and …most of the commanders of the other sections were Lieutenants. I don’t know if that had anything to do with it or not. He was a very quiet man and didn’t talk much. He never wasted words. I never saw him ever get mad or ruffled in my life. All the hours we spent together, I didn’t know him any better the last time I drove for him than I did the first. He was not a doctor. In fact, I don’t think there were more than fourteen or fifteen doctors in the whole outfit. I never understood why a doctor was put in charge of each of these ambulance sections, as we were strictly dedicated to transportation, thus their medical talents were wasted.

Bassano del Grappa

Then our section moved up. We left our squad tents standing, took our cots and bags, full pack equipment, trucks loaded mostly with groceries, baseballs, and gloves and bats, and the cots and the darn kitchen hanging on behind. I was on the truck again with Pat Walsh and because we were the slowest piece of equipment on the road, we were at the head of the column with the exception of Tomlin and Sergeant Bland and the Dodge. We headed almost due north which I thought was funny. I thought we would go farther east. Then the mountains loomed ahead and we began to go upgrade. There was an airplane flying up above us, I would judge about 4,000 feet, flying in circles. Nobody bothered it and it didn’t bother anybody. We kept going up. 

Along about four-thirty or five o’clock in the evening we came to a town that didn’t have a whole building in it. The main street had a lot of debris, brick and mortar, raked along both sides where it had been cleared out of the street. There were no windows in anything. Some places were burned out, buildings that is. We turned right over a bridge, a baker-truss steel bridge spanning a river fifty feet below. Everything for that section of the front had to go across that bridge. That end of the line was also held by Germans. The Austrian line started east of Mount Grappa. The enemy had been shooting at that bridge for years, yet they had never hit it but once. The rest of the community for half a mile in every direction, however, was destroyed. It was a very important bridge because the entire front along there was supplied by vehicles which had to cross it.

We hadn’t gone more than five hundred feet past that bridge when we turned into a courtyard of a villa. Considering its location, it looked like it was in pretty good shape. No windows, of course. It had what might have been a guest house and a garage or stable in back of it. The white stucco house supported a red tile roof and a porch on the front. Along the side was a partly paved courtyard enclosed by a high stone wall, about two hundred square feet. We had to squeeze our rigs in like we were in a parking lot to get them to all fit in. We went around and dropped the kitchen at the rear of the villa, then parked the truck over on one corner as far away from the house as we could get it, next to a pile of second-hand corrugated sheet steel in various sizes and kinds and posts and planks of wood. 

The truck had been unloaded when we unhitched the kitchen. I was tightening the chain on the tailgate when the first explosion occurred about a block away. There was a high whoooosh overhead and wham, another explosion! I panicked. I don’t remember what I did next. Somebody was shooting at us! I was terrified! I found myself in a dark space. The only light was coming from behind me. I laid on my stomach. The shells kept coming; exploding overhead, behind us, to the right, to the left! I began to pray. In that moment, I found out what life was all about. I prayed, “Oh, God, let me get through this, and I’ll never ask you for another thing in this world.” The whole world isn’t worth your life. One shell knocked the corner off the porch, but that’s the closest any of them came.

Most of the guys had dived under their ambulances, but I was underneath that pile of sheet iron and lumber. To this day, I don’t know how I ever got out of there. The bombardment must have lasted for half an hour. I have no idea. It seemed like forever. Every one of us was just plain scared. No one said anything. No one was hurt. No one wanted to be first to admit that he had had the hell scared out of him. 

That airplane, Captain Tomlin reckoned, had watched us come up the road into this courtyard, taking us for a headquarters unit. With all those vehicles, we must have seemed like something important. The Germans, of course, had been shooting at that bridge for God knows how long, and they didn’t even have to change their aim. They just let go! They were shooting over a mountain ridge into the Valstagna valley, shooting blind. When the next night came, they started in about the same time. I didn’t know whether to give Captain Tomlin credit for his story or not. Every night, just before dark, they would let loose, but as soon as it started, it would stop again.

My cot was in an unlit room with four or five others. That night as I got ready to turn in, Ralph Roder sat on a cot opposite mine, in the dark, quietly smoking a cigarette. I knelt down to say my prayers, thanking God especially for sparing us. When I got up and turned around, I said, “Ralph, do you ever pray?” He answered, “No.” 

That surprised me, because he had shown me a picture of his mother, who lived in Southern France. In the picture, she was holding a book in her lap, sitting on a stone bench beside a garden wall which contained a little shrine of the Holy Mother. He had told me of this, her favorite place to go to sit in the sun and read her prayerbook. When he talked about her, it was lovingly and almost reverently, but he never mentioned his father. Ralph was born in France, yet here he was in the American Army. (There must have been some kind of story there.) That took me back and I continued, “Your mother is such a devout Catholic, aren’t you?”

Again he said, “No.”

“Don’t you believe in God?” 

“No.”

After the terrifying experience we just had an hour or so before, I just couldn’t believe my ears. I had always sized him up pretty much as a man who lived within himself. He had shown me a locker with five or six one-act plays he had written while he was at Harvard. His ambition was to become a playwrite and the only time I had ever seen him give a belly-laugh was when I showed him a snapshot of me as Miss America. I said, “Ralph, don’t you believe in anything? Don’t you believe there must be a mastermind and intelligence that is responsible for the laws of nature? Doesn’t it make sense to you? This afternoon I don’t think I could have lived without relying on God.” 

“How do you account for me?”

I lay back on my cot, wondering how I could reach this guy. God had helped me. I had made Him a promise and I intended to keep it, still thinking that God could be a mighty good prop when you needed Him.

The next few days were spent getting familiar with our surroundings; the fuel dump, the temporary hospital in another villa under Italian management. A bumpy shell-pocked road along the river up to Bassano led to the small village called Valstagna, with a church; at the back of this old building was a lean-to, which contained what the French would call a poste le secours or a first aid station. This was where the wounded and sick sat, gathered together to be transported by ambulance to the Italian emergency hospital. Depending on the injuries, a soldier would be either patched up and delivered back to the line or sent away for convalescence.

One quarter-mile long stretch of road bordering on the river lay in the direct line of fire and had been shelled more than once. Along its sides were heaped extra piles of white crushed rock to fill in the pot holes where the shells had torn up the road.

Valstagna was a deserted village; it had been shot up several times. Our job was to pick up the soldiers at the poste le secours and take them back to the hospital. We had no way to treat the wounded; all we did was see that the back doors were closed and get on the ambulance and go. We learned that the quiet along there for two or three weeks signified another offensive in the making.

Every evening the town endured that twenty minute shelling, but we found places to go to keep from getting hit by flying shrapnel, some pieces of which would fly for hundreds of feet.

The food wasn’t too bad, although it seemed we got an awful lot of salt pork and beans. When we started to use the beef carcass, there were maggots in it. We cut up what we could save and made a stew out of it with canned tomatoes, potatoes and dried onions.

Practically every one of the soldiers brought back to the emergency hospital with just minor injuries, skin infections, flu, a crushed foot, or a broken arm or something like that, was sent back up to the line after a day or two.

If there hadn’t been a war on, a fellow would realize what a beautiful area this was. The river flowed through a deep gulch, sometimes as far as fifty feet below the road. I imagine the water rose much higher in the spring when the snow melted. Most of the timber had been cut long ago, and the second growth and the underbrush grew thickly in spots. Sometimes, at a particular curve in the road, you could look down the valley and see the snowcaps in the distance.

During the second week, I was sent on a truck with another guy, back to Mantova to pick up supplies, particularly a lot of fresh bread. I didn’t have that darn kitchen to pull and it made all the difference in the world to the way that truck ran. It was practically all downhill to the flat, after which I could stay in fourth gear all the time.

The guy on the truck with me was named Chestney. A mechanic from California, he was a whiner. “It wasn’t like this in Pasadena.” “The Alps don’t compare with the Rockies.” He hollered about his job and the weather and the food, and when he finally got that far, he would turn around and start all over again!

Several sections from Genova had arrived in Mantova, in preparation for moving still farther, but we checked into the castle where we could bed down and get something to eat and a decent bath.

I left Chestney to check the truck and gas up in preparation for the return trip the next day. I was convinced that Chestney and Bland had never gotten out of the eighth grade. I don’t think I was alone in that opinion, either.

I meandered over to the headquarters section, looking for some of my old buddies from the show, particularly Charlie Hamp. I brought along an Italian carbine, (an Italian army rifle used in the mountains) which most of the American soldiers prized as a souvenir. It was very light in weight. I don’t suppose it weighed over six or seven pounds. It had a beautiful leather sling, and a bolt action, and four or five cartridges. I had acquired it at the Valstagna poste le secours from an Italian, who got it from a soldier who had left it there. I had traded for it with some candy bars and a ten lire note. 

When I showed the gun to Charlie, he went crazy, wanting to buy it. I said, “Charlie, no I won’t sell it, but I will loan it to you.”

Charlie laughed, “If you want to see some fun, come with me.”

We went way off through the castle to the many eastern rooms near the lake formed by the moat to find a two-acre pond outside the window. In the middle of it stood a whole flock of mudhens. I looked at Charlie and Charlie looked at me. I reached in my pocket and gave him one of the cartridges. He loaded the gun, poked it out the window and fired. I never saw so many feathers fly in all my life! This gun was not much over a .30 caliber but it was quite long and had a lot of weight. Those ducks must have been about four hundred feet from the window and I never heard of anyone trying to eat one; the thrill of target practice eluded me. Charlie slapped me on the shoulder, “Let’s get out of here!” 

We escaped into still another room, making our way back through another series of chambers, finally reaching the main hall. Charlie then explained that at least a dozen of these rifles floated around the headquarters outfit and whenever they could get hold of some ammunition, they would use these mudhens as target practice. The racket the guns made would draw the MPs in to see what was wrong, but by the time they arrived, the gang would be long gone. It seemed that the local population frequently complained about the Americans shooting from the windows of the castle.

Charlie and I got to talking about the fun we had enjoyed on the boat playing for the officers, and the good food. He finally admitted, “I wish we could get something up like that again.”

We began to play with the idea. All those guys scattered throughout the sections of the front would have to be contacted to see what they thought of the idea, which would have to be done on the q.t. Wade Meadows, who had been the Lieutenant doing the liaison work on the boat with Lieutenant Colonel Franklin, was no longer available. Charlie finally thought of a Lieutenant Van Dorn (who was musically and dramatically inclined) so we decided to sound him out to see how he stood with Colonel Franklin. When you deal with the brass, you have to go through channels, and we needed somebody who was an officer to carry the ball for us to Franklin. We needed his okay because we wanted a truck for hauling our instruments and ourselves around. We planned to go to every section on the front, one by one, staying a night or two and entertaining the men. 

Charlie was very unhappy because everybody else had been allowed duty at the front, yet here he was stuck at headquarters. That wasn’t what he joined the army for. I told him that outside of this German reception we “enjoyed” every day, there wasn’t much doing. But that news didn’t seem to pacify him one bit. I finally thought about it and said, “Charlie, these trucks come in here from all the sections to pick up supplies. You could send a note back by each driver to all our musicians in the field and see what they think about providing entertainment. They could return the message with the next trip. Franklin or Colonel Persons would issue a detachment order recalling them for special duty.”

Charlie disappeared. He came back about fifteen minutes later with a fist full of papers, memos listing all the sections and where our buddies were assigned, from Mount Grappa to the mouth of the Piave River. We were in business!

After mess that night, I put some chocolate bars in my pocket and took off out across Mantova, about a mile to our old camping grounds south of town. When I got there, sure enough, there was Maria. It had been the best part of two weeks since we had seen each other. She kept trying to tell me something, but I could make neither head nor tails out of it. I tried to tell her about the Tedesci (that’s the Germans, in Italian) up at Bassano, but I was making a complete mess of it, when along came Luigi. Luigi, in his cockeyed English, finally told me what Maria was saying. She had prayed for me every night and she had come there every evening in hopes I would return. That darn near broke me up. I took her by the shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. Luigi, like a cracked record, kept saying, “Bene, Bene, Bene.”

We stood there talking until it began to get dark. Then I cleaned the candy and a couple of stray sticks of chewing gum out of my pockets. The smiles on my friends’ faces were better than all their Grazies. As I turned to go back to the castle, I heard them say almost in unison, “Buona Fortuna.” I had only gone a couple of steps, so I turned around and saw the tears in Maria’s eyes. I answered, “Grazie, a stesso le,” all of which meant “good fortune” and I answered “Thank you, the same to you.”

The next morning the truck was loaded and the bread now was put into hampers weighing about seventy-five pounds, fifty loaves in a hamper. There were also some canned goods from the commissary and some tea and bullion cubes, evidently for Captain Tomlin. Over at the Quartermasters’ department, we picked up some more blankets and more blue denims. I stalled around the headquarters until about two o’clock. I just didn’t want to be in Bassano when that evening “concert” started. So I rolled into Bassano by dark. That was soon enough.

I long since had formed a habit of lying on my cot before I went to sleep thinking about home and Edith and what everyone there was doing and wondering whether they missed me. God, how I missed them! I thought time and time again of that last meeting I had with Edith. High on that hill over Marblehead, with the beautiful bay down below, we had gotten down to the nitty-gritty, discussing marriage, children, her schooling; we talked about how long I would be gone, what her mother would think about it, and about our final decision to wait. Sometimes the dream of returning to her was all that kept me going.

I often think of our last Sunday together, Edythe, way up on the rocks at Marblehead, the tardy yachts beating up the sound in the twilight, the chill damp wind freshening from the shore, the moon wanly rising far out at sea. It seemed to reflect our own feelings Edythe, it seemed to understand. And then as we repassed that lonely ancient village of those long since gone, the crickets chirruping from their stony abode, a chill premonition of the utter loneliness I would feel someday crept over me—I would be gone— a fathomless sea would separate you and me.…

Ever your boy,

Charles

There was that pact as well that I had made with my mother—that everytime there was a new moon, we would look at it and maybe we would be looking at it at the same time. The moon was our courier, bringing our love to one another.

I wrote regularly every week to Edith, to the folks and to Margie. Sometimes it would be a month before I would get anything back, but then I would get a whole bunch of mail at once. All the mail came first into Genova, and then sent up to Mantova for distribution and sorted according to sections. When the various trucks came in from the sections for supplies, each driver would pick up their mail. I would sort ours and sometimes I would have a barracks bag overflowing with packages and letters for our section.

No matter what towns I went through, I could never find any photographic film fresher than four years old. The war broke out in 1914, and of course, imports from the United States had been cut like someone turning off a faucet. No matter where I went in Italy, I never could find any fresh film. In Verona, I found a used camera made in Britain, with a Zeiss Tessar lens that was much better than what I had brought along, and which used 21/4" x 31/4" glass plate negatives made in Germany. With this camera I could either use these glass plates or else an eight exposure film pack made by Kodak, (when I could find it). When taking pictures with film that old, it was always a gamble whether you would end up with anything. Since I never had a chance to get my negatives developed until after I arrived home, you can well see that I didn’t know if I had pictures. Needless to say, I threw out many more that I ever saved. It’s a wonder I got any at all.

The history of the sections of the USAAC’s in Italy have been too well recorded for me to waste time in this book relating all the things that we did. When we crossed Mount Grappa to help out, the Germans finally retreated, leaving the line of Austrians to shoot at us instead. We witnessed the continuing disintegration of all the buildings around us, including that little church down in Valstagna, inside of which we found the only place you could duck when they were shooting. “Rock falls” were created from shells hitting the hills above the roads, knocking down literally tons of rock. All that is in the history books. 

In our letters home, we couldn’t tell anybody anything about what we were doing. Tomlin censored every piece of mail that went out of the camp. Although my code worked to the extent that my folks knew that I was in Bassano, from what I described I might as well have been on a “Cooke’s Tour.” Moreover, I didn’t want to frighten them so I always penned a rosy, hunky-dory letter, which is the way I wrote to Edith as well. First of all, my letters to Edith were love letters. In some of them you would have thought I was in Peoria, instead of in Italy.

From the first part of August until well into the middle of September, I was only with the section about half of the time; the remainder found me either in Mantova with the truck, or chasing around with Tomlin.

One day at Mount Grappa, Captain Tomlin pointed out two men standing by a tunnel entrance. They were dressed in Italian military uniforms. One of them looked like a General. He was very short. He said, “That is King Ferdinand and the fellow standing with him is Marconi, who invented the wireless.”

How in the hell did he know that? When he (Tomlin) walked past them slowly and smartly at the end of the tunnel, I got my camera out and took a picture of them. Marconi had been one of my boyhood idols! The other man in the picture was Ferdinand, all right. King Ferdinand of the House of Savoy; that photograph ought to be worth something today!

The “Famous” Jazz Band

Late in August or early in September, the United States consul in Milan got in touch with Lieutenant Colonel Franklin, asking him to address a group of women who were holding a bazaar there to benefit the wounded. Well, that was too great a chance for old Chestnut Hill Franklin to miss, so he went to Milan and he made a great hit with them. Actually, there were two factions of women in Milan. One was headed by the Countess Rospigliosi, the other a Duchess Pavloska from Russia. 

Milan and Rome were special places for Eastern Europeans, including Russians. The undercurrents of revolution in Russia which caused the nobility and the wealthy to flee was already in the making. 

These two groups of ladies vied with each other to see who could do the most for the wounded soldiers in Milan, as well as those up at Lake Como and near Lake Maggiore. Franklin liked what he saw in Milan. Maybe he too, could help out with entertaining these convalescent soldiers. His mind went back to that band which played for the officers on the boat, and Lieutenant Van Dorn’s inquiries about entertaining troops at the front. He thought they would be equally entertaining in Milan to the ladies and also to the convalescent men. Itching to parade some of his GI’s in front of this audience, he loved the idea of getting the band together and bringing them to Milan to be his “Exhibit A.”

Well, we didn’t know anything about this. We had been working to try to entertain the troops along the front, but this Milan business was something new. Along about the first part of August, this guy Samuel Pepin (whom I had met in Padova that day early in July—must have been about the second or third) showed up in Mantova and of course, hit it off with Franklin right away. Pepin evidently was looking for a new project to take on. This is only a guess, but I expect Pepin rode with those ambulance sections that Ernest Hemmingway was in (Farewell To Arms) and that was the reason he was in Padova that night. It’s funny, but it never occurred to me to ask him.

When I blew in on one of my routine trips, Charlie Hamp had already met Pepin and of course had been working on getting the group together. He recruited Charlie (Pauly) Pawlick, Charlie (Musty) Mustarde, Charlie (Nealy) Neale, Chuck Barlow, Winston (Pat) Emmerick (in place of Charlie Johnson), Norm Kennedy in place of McCoy, and Charlie Keck. Six of us all had the first name Charlie! We got Art (Ziggie) Decker to sing and Allen (Matty) Mattox (with the 566th at one time).

Matty had been instrumental in finding the truck to take us down Wall Street during the show in New York. I didn’t even know he was a musician. Playing a small part in the show, he had been responsible for the truck and sold music off of the flatbed during each performance but I never even knew he played an instrument. What Charlie (Hamp) saw in Matty was that he could speak French, Italian, and some Russian. Although the guy was an American, he had been educated at Oxford in England.

Finally a guy named Norm Kennedy, whom I had known as an artist in the camp, joined us. He had painted some beautiful murals in the officers’ quarters and also had done two or three covers for the Saturday Evening Post before he turned 21. A member of the University of Pittsburgh polo team, he played a short-necked banjo.

Norm must have been from a very well-fixed family because in later months we found him to be the most extravagant guy in the whole bunch. He loved money and it burned his fingers until he could get rid of it (when he had it). He and Matty were inveterate crap shooters; they would shoot craps anywhere, any time, with anybody. 

I don’t know how Franklin and Pepin became involved with each other but Pepin evidently agreed to pick up the expense tab for taking this bunch to Milan. Charlie Neale was going to need a bass viol and I would need some kind of a stringed instrument, a violin or maybe a viola. I had never played a viola, but I felt pretty sure I could pick it up without any trouble. What we would have liked was a good jazz trumpeter and trombone player or maybe a b flat tenor sax. The only players that used those instruments were in the band at headquarters, but they all needed to read sheet music, as they could not improvise.

One of the novelties of our band had always been that if anyone asked us to play a tune, we could play it without benefit of music. That was what made us unique and kept people from getting tired of listening to us; we never played anything the same way twice, and we kept inventing new stunts to do. Little one or two-minute sketches, parodies on the words of some popular songs; we would tackle anything from hillbilly to grand opera. If we didn’t know the tune, but someone could give us a lead sheet, we would have it down pat in fifteen minutes....

But, I am getting ahead of my story. In spite of the fact that I wasn’t around the camp more than half of the time, I got so sick of that gang from California. The half-dozen or so of us who had joined that 566th just before we sailed overseas never really became part of that section. Obviously the original bunch had not come from colleges. None of them had ever been in school at Berkeley and we latecomers became convinced that some of them never graduated from high school. Now after being in that section over three months I still couldn’t call but a handful of them by their first names. Also, although a regular section only had thirty-six men, there were right around 48 or 50 men at Bassano. No one knew any better than I did how lucky I was to have the two jobs I had. I had no close friends in that section...that was one of the reasons why I was always so glad to see Maria.

One time Luigi told me that Maria would like to be my fidanzata, which in Italian means girlfriend or sweetheart. Another time, she wanted to know if I had a fidanzata. I answered:

“E vero que ho una bella bionda signorina, la sua nome é Edith, e a mi piace molto.” (That’s right, I have a pretty blonde young woman, her name is Edith, and I like her very much.)

She seemed put down, so I turned to Luigi; “Tell her, dopo la guerra (after the war) she will find a handsome fidanzato and they will be married and live happily ever after. She looked at me, shook her head and said, “Non, é vero, ” (that’s not true). 

That was the tragedy of this war, not only in Italy, but in France, Germany, Russia, Belgium, and Holland; with so many of the young men dead or maimed, thousands of young women in Europe would never find a mate. Young as Maria was, she could foresee a very dim future for her and her like.

Piacenza was a staging place on the route from Genova to Mantova and as the last of the sections moved up, they stopped there overnight. Captain Tomlin had been in Mantova a couple of days, and then one morning we backtracked to Piacenza. Between these two towns lay the old town of Cremona, a place I had heard of many times as a boy because it was the birthplace of the violin—Amati, Stradivari, Guarneri. 

We stopped at a restaurante in Cremona. We ordered a plate of macaroni, cooked with olive oil, cheese, and a touch of garlic served with a glass of red wine to wash it down. It tasted really good.

Across the street from the restaurante sat a violin shop, so I asked Captain Tomlin if I could take a few minutes to go over and look into it. Someplace along one of our trips, I had told Captain Tomlin about losing my violin in a flash flood, so he knew that I played, and consented to go over with me.

In the window was a very peculiar instrument. Although it had a body like a mandolin, the high curved ridge and neck was more like a violin. It had no frets on the finger board such as is always found on a mandolin. “ƒ”-shaped holes were carved into the belly, which was flat like a mandolin. The back, deeply rounded, connected to another piece that came up to meet the belly.

I now found out for the first time that Captain Tomlin could speak Italian. My eyes nearly popped out of my head! 

This instrument was called a viol, the forerunner of the violin. It was a cross between a mandolin and what finally resulted in the violin. Hundreds of years old, it was not for sale. Obviously, it was one of the first instruments ever made to be played with a bow. The mandolin, (truly an ancient instrument) and the lyre and the harp had all been plucked. Even in Egypt stringed instruments had been plucked. This, however, you had to play with a bow.

The shop didn’t have very many instruments in it; the proprietor explained that he had been unable to get any good instruments since the war started and he was just cleaned out. I noticed a viola hanging on the wall back in his repair shop. One of the strings was broken. He took it down and put a new string on it, tuned it and then handed it to me. I picked up a bow, and, being a little leery of a viola (I had never played one before) I tried a scale. I found out that the interval between notes is quite a little different from the violin, but after a few minutes, I could play a passable scale. Actually my hands were a little small to play it. Did he have a box for this viola? He had one, a new one—very nice—and I thought a bow that weighed a little more would work better—he had that too. I asked him what he would take for the outfit; he wanted 350 lire. I finally offered him 300, not at all expecting him to accept, but he took me up on it. When we got down to the nitty-gritty of the sale, we forgot all about Captain Tomlin. I had enough vocabulary of my own to bargain! 300 lire was a little more than a month’s pay and since I had practically every lira I was paid since I had hit Genova, (except the little bit I had spent that afternoon) I pulled my shirttail out, opened my money belt, and paid him right there. 

Tomlin was getting a big kick out of it, although he tried not to show it. The guy threw in a box of resin and I put my new possession on the floor of the back seat as we proceeded on to Piacenza.

The next day when we started back for Bassano, Captain Tomlin carried two small boxes with him. The second afternoon after that, upon arriving in Bassano, he opened up his two boxes to display new shoulder patches for the outfit. The Italians had designed a distinctive shoulder patch specifically for our outfit, the United States Army Ambulance Service. It was the golden lion of St. Mark; a lion standing in profile with his right paw on a huge book. We were told the significance of the patch: that the book in peace times was open, but in time of war the book was closed. This book was closed. The background was a blazing red and the edges machine embroidered in black. There were also some tiny black patches on the lion and the book, for accent. With that red background, you could see it from a mile away.

At least a dozen guys borrowed my sewing kit to sew their patches on. It was surprising what that darn patch did for everybody. It set us apart and even the damn wops could tell who we were by looking at that patch. St. Mark is known all over Italy as the Patron Saint of Venice. This patch was a replica of the Lion of St. Mark statue in the Venetian Square in front of the Duomo, placed high on a rounded, decorated pedestal at least fifty or sixty feet in the air. Ralph Roder knew so much about it he could even tell us the century in which it was erected. I liked to talk to Roder because he was so well informed. He told me all about Garibaldi, who, about 1870 finally unified all these dukedoms under the House of Savoy, the constitutional monarchy which brought peace to Italy all the way from the Alps to the “heel” of the “boot.” Modern Italy, with all its rich history and tradition, was only fifty or sixty years old. Even our own constitution predated theirs by one hundred years or so.

The fact that Tomlin could speak Italian put a whole new light on his actions. Several times I had wondered why he was a Captain and all the rest of the outfits were manned with Lieutenants. Charlie Hamp had informed me that whenever Tomlin came in to Mantova, that he not only worked with Colonel Persons, but also with Major Rasmussen, the head of the military police. Rasmussen had been promoted from Sergeant Major to Major, after serving in the Cavalry as a tough old Master Sergeant. So there were twelve guys in Section 566, always the same twelve, who did MP duty when they were in Genova and when we first arrived in Mantova. 

I couldn’t believe all the skipping around that Tomlin did. We had been to Cittadella and Treviso. To me it looked as if he was doing liaison work between the Italian army, our military police and our ambulance service. He not only was Captain of our company but he was a trouble-shooter who went wherever there was any likelihood of friction between the Italians and the Americans. Any other solution to this question of his rank just didn’t make sense. Officially, it never came out and as far as him telling me anything, he didn’t.

I had originally been assigned as his driver in Genova on the strength of Lieutenant Ohmstadt’s recommendation, contained in a memo on my service record papers, proposing me as a teacher of driving, and a chauffeur of excellent judgement. I had also been the only driver of a truck with a kitchen to climb those mountains to Piacenza without a breakdown. (Other trucks had made it, too, but not pulling a kitchen!) I scarcely ever spoke to Tomlin without him speaking to me first. The captain was used to my driving and I never was nosy about his business. By that time, I had driven thousands of miles in Italy with him and with the truck. (I couldn’t help but admit a certain amount of satisfaction over being recognized. I wouldn’t have traded jobs with anybody in the outfit.)

The fall rains started early in September. They were gentle, falling without much wind. The temperatures didn’t drop very much; the skies just turned leaden and the sun suddenly disappeared. The roads were hardly ever dry; the water would stand in shallow puddles everywhere. Although it didn’t seem muddy, when this water splashed up on your car, the residue became as hard as concrete when it dried.

New brick stoves were being built in the castle. You could tell by looking at them that it would take forever to heat with all the bricks in there, using coal briquettes for fuel. The only coal I ever saw in Italy, even on the railroads was “pressed.” Powdered coal was pressed into bricks, about 5" x 9" x 11/2" thick.They were never shoveled but handled manually, stacked like ceramic bricks would be stacked. These briquettes had to have been imported, because Italy had no coal of its own. My guess was that they came from some Mediterranean port in Spain and most of them were unloaded in Genova. Genova, Milan and Turin were the big industrial cities in the north of Italy. For instance, Genova was home to the Ensollo Works, a huge steel plant. Turin nurtured the heart of the manufacturing industry.

It had never been as hot up in Bassano as it had been down in Mantova, and was still hotter in Genova. But the fall rains didn’t bring on a really big change in temperature until we got into late October and November. Up at Bassano, these downpours gave the 566th gang a new song, California Was Never Like This. To listen to them, you would think it never rained in California.

On our way back to Bassano from Piacenza, we stopped at Mantova overnight and I showed my new purchase (the viola) to Charlie Hamp. We agreed that the viola was a good idea because we could play alto and baritone parts which would greatly help the balance of the music. Every time I had a spare half an hour I would take the viola and practice the scales and arpeggios in the keys we commonly played our music in, G, D, C, F, A flat, B flat and D flat. It didn’t take long for me to learn the spacing between the notes, but I just gave up on trying to play anything in the 4th, 5th and 6th positions. My hands were just too small but I still had the working range of a little over three octaves and that was enough.

About the first of September, a motorcycle courier came in from Mantova and left orders from Colonel Persons for Lance Corporal Keck to report to Mantova for special duty the first time our supply truck was there. The next day in the rain, I drove Captain Tomlin to Mount Grappa, north of Bassano. On the way over he said, “I understand that Colonel Franklin wants to take a musical group to do some benefit work for the hospitals in Milan. Do you know anything about that?” Now, that was the first inkling I ever had that Colonel Franklin had any idea of taking anyone to Milan. 

“No Sir, but some of the boys at Headquarters have been working on an idea of reuniting the band that played on the boat, to tour the Front to entertain the different sections.” 

“So that’s why you bought that viola?” I answered, “Yes, Sir.”

Milan

There were no Americans in Milan. When that order came through, I was certain that Charlie Hamp had it all arranged for us to make our trip along the Front. Now I didn’t know what to think. Neither Captain Tomlin nor I knew it at the time, but that was the last time I ever drove for him. Nor did I know when I drove the truck out of Bassano three days later, that was the last time I was ever going to drive that truck.

Bland sent Chesney and Plimpton along with me to bring the truck back. I didn’t take anything more than I usually took on a trip to Mantova—a knapsack, mess kit and my toilet kit, underwear and an extra shirt. I left my blankets and barracks bag, which contained everything else I owned including three defused hand grenades, a whole mess of ammunition for my carbine and the nose cones off of three shells which still had the range finders attached on the nose. These made great paper weights.

When I checked into Mantova, everybody in the band was there except Chuck Barlow. He came in the next day. Hamp had resurrected an old square piano somewhere and somebody rustled up an old Italian man who was a piano tuner to fix the pedals. Then we got down to rehearsals. We worked up a repertoire of songs from some of the old musical comedies on Broadway, some war songs, some Italian songs, some Viennese waltzes and some red hot numbers we had learned from the Dixieland Jazz Band at Reisenwebers in New York. Charlie Neale still played the cello instead of a bass viol. Norm Kennedy surpassed McCoy on the banjo. Pat Emmerick’s drumming equalled Charlie Johnson’s, and he had more apparatus to play. This guy Pepin began to come in to listen to our rehearsals and he finally remarked, “You guys are pretty good. I think maybe I can fix up something in Milan for you.” Well, that was the first time we knew that Pepin had anything to do with this Milan thing. 

The evening came when we were ready to present ourselves to the officers and we put on a hour and a half entertainment. There still was a lot of room for improvement, but they thought it was great.

About the middle of September, we left Mantova in a Pierce-Arrow. Two long benches ran lengthwise down the truck for us to sit on and our luggage and instruments lay piled wherever we could find room. We headed northwest for Milan!

Lieutenant Van Dorn travelled along, informing us, “I have been put in charge of this detachment. Sergeant Hamp will see that my instructions are followed. Corporal Keck, you are in charge of the truck and shall drive. If any of you have any questions or problems at any time, come directly to me. I trust you will all recognize the special privilege this is. All through this assignment we will be together constantly day and night. Colonel Franklin tells me that you will be exposed to some of the most influential people in Milan and our entire ambulance service will be judged by the way you conduct yourselves.”

We used the tarp over the truck. It was a good thing we did because it rained all the way to Milan. We pulled into an Italian barracks, located I would say about a kilometer north of the square of Leonardo Da Vinci. We were assigned a small ward with cleanly white-washed walls, filled with iron cots, blankets and mattresses, and the smell of some kind of disinfectant. The sanitary quarters and toilets were luxurious compared to what we were used to, and we were to eat our meals in restaurants or hotels.

Now we were entitled to travel pay, (for rations and quarters) which amounted to about 100 lire a day, or approximately $100 a week. Insurance premiums and bond payments were deducted out of our regular pay; all I had left, usually, was a little over $30.00. $430 bucks a month! It all seemed a little unreal.

That evening, as we were eating at a restaurant nearby our quarters, Pepin showed up and told us to go out to a music factory the next morning. About ten o’clock we arrived at this place, resembling a Lyon & Healey  or Wurlitzer  store, where we each stocked up on strings. Charlie found an instrument shaped a little bit like a saxophone, only more slender. It was played with a double reed like an oboe. Its tone was a cross between an English horn and a saxophone. Charlie Neale bought a beautiful bass viol and I picked out two bows made of genuine pernambucco wood, one of which I still have.

One afternoon, we held a rehearsal in the room on the mezzanine floor of the hotel where we were going to play that night. We practiced long and hard. Charlie Neale’s new bass viol made all the difference in the world in the balance of the orchestra, but we still didn’t have that solid sound that we had in New York. It was going to take patience and a lot of experimenting to get back the sound we wanted. We were, however, confident that it would come.

That program in the States had been aimed at American tastes and audiences and here we were about to play to the “most music-loving people in the world” (the Italians) with American music and American style. Lieutenant Van Dorn was just as dubious as we were about it, but Pepin assured us, “You’ll kill ’em. You’ll kill ’em.”

We were never quite sure who paid for those instruments and supplies out at the factory. It was either paid out of our recreation fund by Colonel Franklin, or by Pepin out of the overseas theater funds.

With a fresh haircut, my overseas cap, and a white neckband peeking out of the collar of my blouse, my new St. Mark’s patch on my shoulder, and my new service bar with three ribbons and a star, a fresh pressed uniform, my leather belt polished with shoe polish, my shoes shined their very brightest, and my spiral wrapped puttees covering my legs from my shoes to my knees, wrapped so that they made a criss-cross pattern all the way up the front of my legs, boy, I looked pretty snappy!

We were minutes away from our first performance.

The first evening concert is now a blur to me. With all the hundreds of concerts we made subsequently, it is hard to remember what each one was like. We played in a salon on the mezzanine floor, a room I would say that was 40' by 60', suitable for either banqueting, dancing or cards. Rooms farther back contained facilities for baccarat, roulette, or chuck-o-luck. The Asti Spumanti champagne flowed freely. I actually had no idea what a bazaar was like. The only bazaars I had ever seen were at a church where they sold pies and cakes and cookies; I didn’t see anything for sale anywhere. We were set up at one end of the hall, the other end of which displayed some thick Aubison style rugs on the floor with French style furniture and the Countess Rospigliosi and her courturé sat there most of the evening. There were many more women than there were men. The men were all dressed in uniform or in tails. I don’t ever remember a soul coming over to introduce himself; we never did meet anyone. Pepin was there and Van Dorn was there, but I saw no sign of Colonel Franklin. In fact, nobody seemed to pay much attention to us. We had no idea what really to expect, but we didn’t expect this. The bright illumination of the party was however an enjoyment to us because we had been without lights at night for so long. It stood out in vast contrast to the streets of Milan, with only a hooded lamp here and there and with every window shuttered, for block after block.

The next afternoon we were taken to a recording studio. Our escort delivered us into a room, probably fifteen feet square, with two enormous horns sticking out of one wall. The director in charge proceeded to move us around and place us in front of these horns. I don’t think he had ever heard a banjo in his life, particularly a short-necked banjo such as Norm played.

We wanted to arrange our equipment with the strings near the horns, then the piano and the bass viol behind us and the pluck strings still farther back. But no, the director put Norm right up in front of one of those horns. I think we made eight recordings and possibly ten, a cross section of what we did and what most people liked. Cut on wax disks, evidently a playback was impossible without ruining the masters. We never heard those records until months and months later, and we were all sick about it. We could hardly hear Charlie’s beautiful piano and you couldn’t hear Charlie Neale’s bass at all. That damn banjo of Kennedy’s came out of the horn like bullets out of a machine gun! It’s true, we didn’t have the rhythm and the smoothness that we developed sometime later. Both Pepin and Van Dorn said that the records didn’t sound like us, that the placing of the instruments in the studio was all wrong, and there was tremendous surface noise. That Phonographia De Milano never amounted to a damn anyway. [We have these recordings.]

The next night we entertained the second group in Milan, headed by Princess Velasca. I never saw such a conglomeration of nationalities in my life, before or since; people from every country in Europe and the North Coast of Africa. (There were equal numbers of men and women.) I never saw so many jewels in my life (whether they were real or not, I don’t know). Women wore their gowns cut down to there and men donned evening attire with bright red ribbons across their shirts.

And they loved our music! They danced, and when we played Santa Lucia and O Sole Mio, they all sang. Everyone was our friend that night. Everyone shook our hands.

Again, I couldn’t figure out how they were raising money for the wounded soldiers. This looked to me like a lot of people who were far away from home getting together and having a “bingo.” When we went home we felt as high as we had low the night before.

But we weren’t through yet! Two nights later was another bazaar by the original bunch, hosted by the Countess Rospigliosi. They must have heard how we had been received at the Velascas’ party because our reception was entirely different this time. Instead of being treated like peasants, we were treated like princes. It was as if they were trying to make amends for the way they had treated us the first time.

Later we were told that of the two factions, the Countess Rospigliosi did a hell of a lot more money raising than the other group did. That’s understandable I think, because she was working for her own countrymen. Their supporters had suffered from the war, while Velasca’s refugee group probably all had their money stashed away in a bank in Switzerland.

I never made and I don’t think any of the other boys ever made a final judgement. Raising money and entertaining lonely soldiers away from home were such different situations from what any of us had ever experienced that we didn’t know enough to make a fair, unbiased judgment.

During the few spare hours we had to ourselves we explored the center of Milan pretty thoroughly. The huge Milan Cathedral supported a statue of the Virgin atop a spire over three hundred feet high—the second largest cathedral in the world. Its architecture was pure Gothic except for a few Romanesque touches on the façade. One of the most elaborate crypts found anywhere rested underneath the main altar, site of the remains of St. Charles, which lay in a crystal coffin. More jewels were offered on display, with at least as many gems as the Crown Jewels of England. The contents of that crypt must be priceless. The roof of the church from the rear, in the moonlight, was the most ethereally beautiful sight I have ever witnessed. The hundreds and hundreds of statues and spires in the soft blue-white light of the moon looked as near to the gates of heaven as anything you would ever find anywhere. The tracery, so fragile and intricate, was the finest masterpiece of lace.

Then there was the “Arcade.” (The only arcade I had ever seen was the one on Wright Street at the University of Illinois. It had several different kinds of stores, ending in a bowling alley, all fronting on a long hall, enclosed in one building.) Well, I called this arrangement in Milan an arcade. They called it a Galleria. The floor plan resembled a giant cross or a plus sign—two blocks long each way. Where the two galleries met, a huge dome rose overhead, from which arched skylights ran in all four directions. Under the dome on the four corners were four lovely murals. All the buildings were three stories high and of uniform architecture. There were three restaurants, each with gaily colored tables and chairs out in front, and a bank. Some of the places looked as if they were closed even in the daytime.

At the north end was the Piaza de Leonardo da Vinci. It was an expansive square with a large monument in the center supposedly of da Vinci—(although no one ever knew what da Vinci looked like.) It was a typical park-like atmosphere with benches and beautiful grass.

On the west side, facing the Piaza stood the Teatro della Scala.
I had heard of La Scala almost from the time Margie began to sing. In those days, anyone who sang on this famed stage was considered even a greater talent than if he had sung at the Metropolitan in New York. No performer’s career was complete unless he had sung both at the Met and La Scala.

The last night we were in Milan, we had the good fortune to go to La Scala, which was operating on a restricted basis, only one or two performances per week. It was a rare piece of good fortune that we were able to attend a performance of Puccini’s La Tosca. This beautiful theater with its seven balconies dated back to 1770, and it is said that the acoustics are faultless.

This was our first introduction to Opera. Although we were familiar with some of the arias, experiencing the live performance of a beautiful orchestra and good talent tore out our hearts and left us in tears.

The next morning we started back, arriving in Mantova late in the afternoon. We talked with some truck drivers in from the sections that evening and found out that there was a lot more activity on the lines up front than there had been previously. Some sections had been relocated so that they could be used to better advantage. Three regiments of Australians and three regiments of Scotch Highlanders, Scotland’s best, passed through Mantova moving up to the front.

Our trip along the front with our instruments was finally approved. We put the old square piano on the truck, the same truck we had used in Milan, and started out. Pepin and Van Dorn travelled together in a little Fiat roadster. I drove the truck and the rest of the gang would alternate, two at a time sitting on the front seat with me, which left the bunch in the back with more room to get comfortable. The longest trip we made in any one day was the first day when we went back to my old section at Bassano. Over half of the guys had never been in Verona and we spent a good two hours or more looking at the old ancient ruins and Romeo and Juliet’s tomb.

They had all heard me talk about how Bassano was shot up and our “concert” [of shelling] every evening, but for a little while they were strangely silent as we drove through Bassano. It was almost as if they had to see it to believe it. The shelling that night was all going into Bassano from across the river. Nothing hit very close to us, but it was the first experience under fire for Charlie Neale and Pat Emmerick. Everyone still took refuge when it started. We never knew when one might zero in on us. Those shells weren’t anything to get careless about.

We gave two shows at the Section 566 on successive nights, so that those who were on duty one night could catch the next show.

We wangled a couple of ambulances from Chestney; Charlie and I and Musty and Barlow drove to Valstagna. The beautiful little church was a total shambles. The only thing left standing was the choir loft. The steeple and practically all the roof was gone. The village was deserted and even the Padre of the church had abandoned it. You could see Charlie, who was Catholic, was totally shaken by this sight. He pulled out his beads and said a rosary. Later he said, “Somehow, I felt nearer to God in that little church than I did in the cathedral in Milan.” We understood, for we felt the same.

The next day we moved on a short trip to Mount Grappa where there were two different sections. Because the artillery tunnels in Grappa were six thousand feet above sea level, and with that narrow switch back road which averaged 15% grade, it took the best of two hours time to drive up there. It was hard on the cars because they never could operate in high gear. It was low in second gear all the way up and it was low in second gear all the way down.

The second road, which was not used much because in places it was exposed to artillery fire from the enemy, led to a spot where you could look down the Piave River valley forty-five miles to Venice on the Adriatic Sea. When you looked down that valley you could see practically all that was left of the Italian front. The Austrians, their lines of supply so far extended, had never been able to get across the river. Along that river, someplace here and there, were the rest of our sections.

Sometimes when the traffic of the Italian trucks (the short camions with the high box sides that they hauled artillery shells in) was heavy on the road, it took all day to get up to the top where the columns were, and back down again. That’s why it was necessary to have two sections; our ambulances were passing each other, going up and down all day long.

The Italians had some big Naval guns up in those huge chambers, chiseled out of the rock, and from a spot six thousand feet up they could shoot twenty-five miles. These ports on the enemy’s side of the mountain were heavily camouflaged with canvas, splotched brown, gray, and green which blended in perfectly with the rocky crags that went on up another two thousand feet to the top of Grappa. Snow hardly ever disappeared up that high until July. I think that Grappa road was probably as dangerous as any road in the world. To have been caught on it at night would have been suicide.

Captain Tomlin and I had been up to the tunnels twice, so I didn’t have the least curiosity about going up again, but the rest of the band took a crack at it, getting up there any way they could find. Decker and Emmerick tried to hike it. They were gone all day, but they never made it. When you get above five thousand feet, your breath gets shorter, your ears begin to crack and your legs just quit. Matty and Kennedy got to the top; Matty, speaking Italian, wangled rides both ways on Italian trucks, which, if caught, was a court-marshall offense. Pepin and Van Dorn had gone on looking for the next section, so they weren’t there. Charlie Hamp got up there, but no one found that out until a week later. By that time, nobody cared.

To get to our next stop, we had to backtrack clear down onto the flat away from the mountains. The minute we did we got into a lot of traffic, all going east. It rained practically all the time and we couldn’t make good time because of a lot of horse-drawn artillery. Battalion-size troops of infantry marched with a mixture of French, Italian and British trucks. You could spot the British trucks because they were painted black. Most of the Italian trucks were a flat gray-green color. Our truck was the only battleship-gray truck on the road. It was quite evident from all this activity that something was going to happen.

We caught up with Van Dorn and Pepin in a little town, I think it was called Cittadella. The section we were looking for was out of town about a mile. The building still had electricity and was well shuttered. The men had been alerted to be ready to be moved, so we got there just in time. Evidently the guys hadn’t seen any other Americans for a couple of months. They were sure delighted to see us! We always found plenty of help to get that piano off the truck. Charlie was getting to be quite expert in keeping it in tune. We put on our show and were on our way again the next morning. From then on, practically every section we reached had been alerted to move. We were adventuring onto roads that even I had never been on before. 

About the end of the second week, we wound up in Treviso. There, three sections had been pulled back and they were getting their gear together—sections which had been constantly in action ever since they got up there. Some of their equipment had taken a shellacking several times. They were waiting for equipment to come through from Genova.

We stayed in Treviso four days and put on several shows. The troops invited some of their Italian buddies to come in and enjoy the show as well. We found out that we could get the audience singing war songs—Over There, Keep the Home Fire Burning, Tipperary, and Roses of Picardy. Frequent requests were college songs, such as Stephen Foster’s melodies, Sweet Adeline, and I Want a Girl Just Like the Girl that Married Dear Ole Dad.

We witnessed several dogfights that week. We found an airfield camouflaged with the ships kept under canvas, camouflaged with tree limbs. A motley collection of French and English planes were parked, about a dozen in all. Gee, they were small, so much more finished. Knowing what I did about American aviation, I could see that we were woefully behind Europe. It took a lot of guts to fly those crates in World War I, without a parachute and with absolutely no knowledge of how to get out of a spin. If one tracer bullet hit your gas tank, you would burn. Biplanes with open cockpits each carried a fixed machine gun that you aimed by aiming your own airplane! The bullets were timed to go between the blades of the propeller as it revolved. With the little knowledge I had of war planes I couldn’t tell which was the enemy and which was a friend. When they were above you 3,000 or 4,000 feet, they just looked like specks up there.

Then came rumors that the Austrians were retreating. Every day while we were in Treviso, the Scotch Highlanders would move through town, going up towards the Piave River and the next day some more and the next day some more. We began to think England had half its army down in Italy. Then we found out the truth. These regiments, the Highlanders that we had seen in Genova and Mantova, marched through Treviso north toward the Piave every day in broad daylight. That night they were loaded into trucks and brought back through Treviso, and bivouacked a few kilometers south only to repeat the same thing the next day and the next day and the next.

The Austrian airplanes, seeing these troops moving up for over a week, carried the information back to the Austrian headquarters that the Italians were amassing thousands of troops on the Piave River. No one knew it, but Austria was on its last legs, too. They had occupied this Italian territory now for over a year. Even though they controlled it, they were still in hostile territory. The railroads were dynamited, the bridges were dynamited, the roads were dynamited. The bersaglieri, with knives in their teeth, would cross the Piave in the dead of night and slit the throats of the guards on duty before they could alert the sleeping troops in the trenches. Then with hand grenades, they would terrify, kill and maim the half-awakened men in the trenches, and then silently swim back across the river.

One night an Italian raiding party came back and reported that the front line trenches all along the river were empty. Austria had retreated. Italian engineers put pontoon bridges into place and artillery and infantry scrambled across in pursuit. Our sections in Treviso followed. And for lack of anything else to do, we followed, too.

Everything was chaotic. It was just my luck that I had run out of film again. The roads were strewn with stuff abandoned by the Austrians. Artillery pieces had been stuffed with explosives some way and the muzzles would split wide open with the explosion like you had peeled a banana. Trucks were burned out. We found one truck which didn’t have anything wrong with it except that it was out of gas! The only thing slowing us up was when we ran into a battery of artillery that was horse-drawn. It was worth your life to work around eight or ten artillery pieces. They wouldn’t get off the middle of the road. Once in a great while you could hear artillery shelling way off in the distance, but it never lasted too long.

By the end of the second day we were up almost even with the north end of the Adriatic Sea. In another day and a half we could have made Trieste. Then one morning Van Dorn said, “What the hell are we doing up here?” He had been talking to the Lieutenant with the ambulance unit. Increasingly difficult to find gasoline, it got so that the trucks hauling the petrol cans, by the time they got as far north as we were, had already been emptied.

Van Dorn went on, “We are wasting our time. We are going to turn around and go back.” That was easier said than done, because by the time we began to get back near the Piave River, the roads were crowded with civilians, (old women, kids, old men) and there was a persistent drizzle and cold. Many of the people were pulling carts—the two wheeled kind that ordinarily was pulled by a burro or an ox. I counted five dead horses in various places. Evidently, they had gone lame and had been shot. Two of them were so swollen with gas that their legs stuck out like pins in a pin cushion.

We made the river the second morning late, and then in the afternoon we heard that Austria had asked for a cease-fire. Late the third afternoon we pulled into Mantova.

Everybody was surprised to see us and wondered what had happened. When we told them we had run out of sections to play for, we had to do a lot of explaining. We were interviewed as a group by Major Rasmussen and then by Colonel Persons. We learned that Captain Tomlin had been up in that area where we were, although we had never seen him. Evidently, he was doing his level best to keep track of where the sections were moving. Rassmussen must have felt that Tomlin needed help because he disappeared the next morning with two other officers.

I don’t think any of us realized how tired we were. Here we had, night after night, slept anywhere we could find a place to lay down. One night I slept under a tarpaulin stretched across the front seat of the truck. The trucks didn’t have cabs like they have today. You were lucky if you could keep a windshield in front of you. When you drove one of those trucks in the rain you couldn’t keep dry. During those September and October rains, I stayed soaked from the knees down most of the time. The best friend you had was your old army hat with its wide brim which kept the rain from running down your neck.

Austria Surrenders; what’s next?
It was the 29th or 30th of October or possibly the first of November, I don’t remember now, that Austria surrendered at Trieste. [The actual date was November 3.] People in Mantova were overjoyed. All the ambulance men in Mantova were confined to quarters that day. Colonel Persons was probably right, because if they had let them loose, they would have been out on the streets drinking the town dry. One could never tell what a bunch of drunken bums would do. They wouldn’t be worth a damn for a couple of days. Nevertheless, the gang never forgot nor forgave Persons for that.

Talk at once started, “When are we going to start home?” 

Three or four days later, after the excitement of the Austrian surrender had settled down, Pepin and Van Dorn got the bunch together and told us we were going back to Milan. It seemed all the consulates in Italy from one end to the other, including Ambassador Page in Rome, heard about the success of this second party in Milan. They requested (mind you—requested) that Colonel Franklin permit his jazz band to visit the major cities of Italy as a guest of the Embassy and Consulate. We were to leave immediately for Milan and were to be fitted with tailored uniforms. We no longer would wear the wrapped leggings, but would use leather puttees.

I began to see the handiwork of Pepin. When he was talking, he always called us “My Gang.” He wasn’t about to see “his gang” go gallivanting all over Italy without looking the way they should. There was no question that he had developed a deep fondness for us. We could never figure out how he got these special things done so easily.

So about the fifth or sixth of November, away we went to Milan. This time we were put up in a hotel. Measured for uniforms, we also received new shoes with matching leather puttees. We kept our issue underwear (which was very good underwear, incidentally). We were issued two new shirts, which were exceptionally nice quality wool.

The band rehearsed two to three hours a day, every day, while we were waiting for our new outfits. We finally began to get the tone quality we had wanted all along. We polished all our numbers and the special choruses for each different instrument.

The same morning we received our new uniforms, we drove to Lake Como—the only lake of the so-called Italian lakes which lies totally within the borders of Italy. It was a very popular Spa before the war, popular with all of Europeans and Americans, featuring beautiful hotels and gambling casinos, with the Alps as a backdrop. These places had been taken over by the government and converted into a recreational area for the convalescent soldiers, and for soldiers on leave.

That night the weather was like a balmy June evening. We played in a big casino gaming room with a terrace overlooking a lake. In order to accommodate a larger audience all the windows were left open so that the men could gather on the terrace and listen out there as well. We had never played for an all-Italian soldier crowd before. We made the shrewd guess that these boys were not much different than Americans away from home—tired, lonesome and in this case, probably a little discouraged.

Matty made a short address to the gang in Italian, telling them who we were and where we came from, that we had just driven down from 100 kilometers north of the Piave River. He continued that we played without written music; about how our material was a mixture of music from practically every country in the world. Describing the banjo as an instrument developed by the slaves in the South of the United States, he finished by explaining how the music we played came from the theater, music halls, and dance halls; the odd syncopated beat of the dances originating in the jungles of Africa.

We started out with our Dixieland tunes—Rampart Street Rag and Dixieland One Step. Then we went into Livery Stable Blues. We had worked hard on that; Charlie Neale could neigh like a horse and moo like a cow on that bass viol. I could imitate a pig on the viola and Musty had a very good rooster crow on his fiddle. When we came to the breaks, we put in the rooster crow and the pig squeal and the moo of the cow and the neigh of the horse and of course they could recognize that it was something about a barnyard and they got to laughing about it; we knew then we had them going with us. Charlie Hamp and Art Decker sang their songs. Then we played some standard foxtrots with good harmony. After almost an hour we began to play Italian songs, starting with Funiculi, Funicula. Of course they all knew that and Art led them and got them all to singing. Then Art asked them if they wanted to sing any more and they asked for O Sole Mio and Santa Lucia and they went on and on. We knew most of their requests.

Then a voice came from outside one window. “Vesti la Guibba from Pagliacci. ”

Well, I was sitting next to the window or nearest the window, and I went over and said, “May I ask who said that?”

The voice in the dark said, “I did.”

Hoping to bluff him off, I offered, ”Well, if we play it, will you sing it?”

“I will sing it gladly!”

Then for lack of something else to say, I asked “In what key?”

“The key of E Minor.”

Oh, God. I went over to Charlie and I asked, “Can we play that in E Minor?” I had heard Caruso sing that aria a thousand times on a record we had at home, and I knew it as well as I knew the Star Spangled Banner. I knew Pawlick had an excellent classical education as did Charlie Neale. I looked at Neale and he nodded. “Pauly, do you know it?” He said, “I’ve never played it but I know it.” He was up to it. He played around feeling a few soft chords. The magnificent hands of Charlie struck that opening chord of that aria and a voice came floating in from outdoors, the opening rich and clear, and when he gave that laugh in the first phrase, we knew we had a pro. The chords in the countermelodies came rushing back. Charlie was going great. When the voice reached the part that starts “Vesti la guibba” Pauly, Neale and I started up softly with our strings, inspired by the beauty of his interpretation. Vesti la guibba “Put on your makeup, the crowd is waiting. You are only a clown. Laugh, laugh, laugh, even though your heart is breaking.” Canio’s sobbing voice came to the end. There was a moment of silence, and then bedlam exploded! I never heard such enthusiastic applause in my life. “Bis! Bis! Bis!” they clamored, and they wouldn’t let him go until he had sung it all over again. I went over and pulled him through the window into the light in the room and the crowd went wild again. Here was a little Italian soldier, (a Private), with a handsome face and I don’t think he was over 5' 3" tall. His name was Guiseppe Georgi and he had sung at the Metropolitan Opera and at La Scala, and in Bologna, Naples, Rome, and in the provinces. There was no topping his performance, so that ended the show.

The Consul and his aides were delighted. Our soldier audience had laughed with us and at us, sung with us, and had heard one of their own and finest.

We returned to Milan that night as we had come, in open touring cars, arriving in Milan about one o’clock in the morning. Charlie Hamp and I had a room together and the rest of the bunch collected there for a post mortem. Matty scrounged a couple of bottles of French Sauterne someplace. We all looked at each other with a new confidence in our ability, discussed where we could improve still further, and that post mortem was the first of many that we would attend following each of many performances yet to come.

The Consulate then held an evening of entertainment as sort of an Official thing. There were about fifty guests, many of whom we had seen at the bazaar parties. This one was different however; we did not play for the dinner. We played before the dinner. We played after the dinner. But we ate with the guests! We sat scattered around at the different tables. I would say that more than half of the people there could speak English well. When I explained to them that I was a college student studying to be a lawyer, I could sense a new respect. Even at that level of society, the professional man, be he a doctor or a lawyer, enjoyed a special status.

We were to go to Florence the next day, so we had planned to be “on the town” that night. Along about four o’clock in the afternoon, the news came that Germany had surrendered. There had been rumors about Germany ever since we had been in Milan, so we thought at first that it was just another rumor. But in the hotel, you could see a growing excitement. We ate early and then headed for the Galleria.

It was the first time that we had ever seen it fully illuminated. There were wall to wall people throughout the whole Gallery! The noise under that roof was deafening. Now the war was really over! The Germans had surrendered! The people laughed, they shouted, they danced, they cried and oh, how they sang! They sang the Garibaldi National Anthem song time after time, mixed in with some songs we recognized were scores of songs we had never heard before. There was a goodly percentage of Italian uniforms, kids of all ages, girls and women galore. We were the only Americans in uniform in Milan. I was never hugged and kissed so many times in my life. Sometimes two at a time! It was a profound, emotional experience for me that I will never forget. Almost without hope, these tired, patient, impoverished people had waited for this day. As we left the Galleria about midnight and started across the square in front of the Duomo, the church doors were open and people were flocking into the cathedral. Nowhere in that evening did we ever have a sensation that they felt victorious. There was an undercurrent of thankfulness and of the return of hope for a better day.

We had now lost our overseas caps; I didn’t have any buttons left on my blouse and all of us were practically in the same shape. We were going to have to do some scratching around to dig up some buttons and get them sewn on before we took the train for Florence.

The train ride to Florence was a new experience. We had never ridden on a European train before. We rode first class, and since first class travel was light that day, we shared four compartments. Since we were travelling civilian style, we no longer needed our mess kits. Each of us had been issued a travel bag which had a flap that buckled and a strap that went over the shoulder to carry it. We sported new overseas caps with the USAAC on one side and a caduceus on the other; our raincoats displayed the St. Marks patch on the shoulder. Actually the only things we had to carry in our hands were our instruments. Neale’s bass viol was a clumsy old thing to carry—all slid into a big heavy black fuzzy bag with a drawstring that pulled it up at the neck. But he had a way of carrying it on his back, so it didn’t interfere with his walking. Sometimes he had to stoop to get the neck through a doorway.

The ride from Milan was over comparatively level ground, although we could see the mountains off to the East. The compartments in our car were done in red plush, with red carpet and red curtains, with a sliding door for entrance from the hallway which ran clear down the length of the coach on the other side. The roadbed was remarkably smooth, but the train didn’t make any speed records. I don’t think we ever got over thirty-five or forty miles an hour. The funny little whistle on the engine sounded like a peanut whistle. The third class coaches could be entered from the outside, through a door on each compartment with sort of a running board step to get down. The seats in those coaches were plain wood with plain wood backs. There was no upholstering. Most of the people in the train rode in those coaches.

Florence

We were met by a couple of Attachés from the Consulate in Florence and taken to a hotel on the square, not too far from the Arno River. For no particular reason, Charlie Hamp and I roomed together. The weather was mild but rainy. We ate at a restaurant that night and for the first time, we ran into chicken. I noticed that Pepin paid the bill.

My love for drawing had led me to read everything on art I could find in the old Withers library in Bloomington and I had discovered the Renaissance artists and painters and poets, and as a result I had a pretty good knowledge of the importance of Florence in the Art World.

We stayed in Florence the best part of three days and we really covered it. The second night we were there was one of the most pleasurable occasions that we had on our whole trip. We were the guests of Countess D’Alverny, first cousin of the King and of the House of Savoy. She was a trim, handsome white-haired woman, I would say in her late fifties.

Their home, which in floor plan was typical of the fine homes in the cities of Italy, was built in a hollow square, the front façade of which stood two stories high, starting right on the street. The windows, protected by heavy ornamental ironwork and heavy shutters which could be opened to allow ventilation without allowing the sun to come in, were closed tightly against the weather. Two huge double doors opened into a passageway through which one passed into a court. Farthest from the street side across the court were the stables and garage.

Our hostess had married a Count who was now dead. She lived there with her daughter and two nieces. Although I thought that I had been in some fancy homes in Pontiac and Bloomington and in Allentown, Pennsylvania, this townhouse of the Countess’ was the most sumptuous place I had ever entered. The daughter and the two nieces all looked to be about thirty years old and married, but their husbands had all been in the service and were not present. All four women spoke excellent English.

The Countess was a remarkable woman. Her personality made us feel as comfortable as if we were at a party in our own home. You can’t imagine what a treat it was for us to sit and talk to four lovely women, all of whom were well educated and seemed to be very interested in the backgrounds of every one of us. We were served cocktails made out of Scotch whiskey, vermouth and lime or lemon, much like a Manhattan except that it was made with Scotch instead of bourbon. None of our gang at that time were heavy tipplers; a couple of these drinks apiece and we felt very very comfortable!

I talked with the Countess for at least a half hour. She was very interested in my experiences at the Front and our impressions of Italy, and seemed to be particularly impressed with my tale of the havoc and misery left behind when the Austrians retreated in that last short while before they surrendered.

About eight o’clock we sat down to a beautiful dinner. I counted twenty at the table. Again it was chicken, and they served their beloved Asti Spumanti. The province of Asti adjoined the province of Tuscany, where Florence is located. When the dinner was over, our hostess graciously asked if we would favor them—mind you, favor them —by playing some typically American music. We backtracked from the dining room to the drawing room into the other wing of the place, and came into a large room with a grand piano. 

I could see the excitement on Charlie’s face. It wasn’t a Steinway, but it was another German manufacturer which Charlie said many concert pianists preferred to the Steinway. We started out with a long medley of the old lovesongs and waltzes from the Merry Widow, The Time the Place and the Girl, The Chocolate Soldier, and Twenty-five Minutes from Broadway. I think we played that evening as well as any night ever.

Hamp and Decker sang. Then we played a couple of fast Dixieland tunes and we could see the Countess beginning to tap her foot. The Countess told us that she had travelled all over the world. I could see that those fast one-steps really set her feet tapping and she wanted to get into the act. I asked if the Countess would like us to play an Irish reel. Oh yes, that would be great! I went over and asked Musty for his fiddle and said, “Irish Wash Woman —in G” and started out playing it. Pauly picked it up and Charlie on the piano and we all started to play Irish Wash Woman and lo and behold the Countess got up, pulled up her skirts and started to do a doggone good Irish reel! The other women screamed with laughter. When they did, we let loose, too. She was funny!

We went back to playing waltzes and Van Dorn and Pepin started dancing with the Countess and her daughter. The other two girls went over and dragged Decker and Kennedy out of the orchestra, so there were four couples on the floor dancing. We could see at once that Kennedy was a wonderful dancer. So could the Countess! As soon as she could manage it, she was dancing with Norm.

We had been playing a little over two hours. I looked over at Charlie and dropped one arm and he nodded. We gave Pepin the high sign and he went over to the Consul, who began to make his exit by getting up with his wife, going over to the Countess, and starting a conversation.

The Countess called all of us to her and announced, “We are well aware of the service you American boys have rendered to our wounded on the Front. I am having a special medal struck for you boys — a token of that extraordinary service. It will have the Royal House of Savoy on one side and the House of D’Alverny on the other. These medals will be forwarded to Colonel Franklin and awarded to you at some future date.”

 We thanked her. She embraced each one of us and kissed us on the cheek. We thanked the four of them for the best evening we had ever had in Italy.

 It was a sobering thought. We were to be the recipients of an honor that actually should belong to every blessed boy in our entire contingent. Van Dorn had been wrong. These people were not judging our outfit by what we were, they were judging what we were by what our outfit had done everywhere. She told me that a letter addressed D’Alverny Italia was all the address that needed to be put on a letter to her; no title, no town, simply D’Alverny Italia.

The next day we toured everywhere on foot. We did the Uffizi, the Pitti Palace gallery and the gardens, and both levels of the Ponte Vecchio. We wound up at the Duomo, the big green and white marble cathedral with its famous dome which anticedes St. Peters in Rome. The baptistry supporting Bellini’s famous bronze doors—the Campanile with its bells, the Chapel of the Medici and the tombs of the Medici beneath, each was a spectacular sight.

Florence is unlike the ruins of Athens or Rome or Pompeii; it’s all there, just as it was over 400 years ago. The two most remarkable cities in the world, at least our world of Western civilization, are Venice and Florence, Italy.

Rome

That night, we took a train for Rome. It was still dark when we checked into the Grand Hotel Continental. This was the swellest hotel I had ever been in. The room was big with a huge bathroom. The bathroom was all marble with glass partitions surrounding each amenity; a glassed off shower, tub, toilet, bidet, and a double lavatory. When you looked around in the mirror glass, you appeared to be three or four people. The bed was big and wonderful with a reading light, surrounded by a huge armoire wardrobe, a writing desk and chair, a love seat and an upholstered chair. We got in bed as fast as we could and I never woke up until I heard Charlie knocking around in the bathroom about eleven o’clock the next morning.

Rome is big. They say it was built on seven hills, but when you have to walk, there are a lot more hills than that!

We obtained a good city map at the desk in the lobby. Our discovery in Milan and Florence was that if you wanted to see anything, you had to “hoof it”. In Milan and Florence there had been no taxis, and in Florence you couldn’t even find a cabby with a horse. We could tell at once that we were never going to be able to see all of Rome in the short time of our stay. All the guys had different things they wanted to see. Something important to Charlie wasn’t at all important to Norm Kennedy. It looked as if, at least part of the time, we were going to have to split up. The only thing we all could agree on was the Vatican, and we found out that it was closed! No visitors in its museums or art galleries. You could find ancient ruins all over Rome (most of them pulled apart in order to get the materials to build something else), but the real art treasures were in the Vatican, in churches, or some valuable private collections not available to the public.

We all woke up so late that there was only part of an afternoon left and I spent most of it going down some of the narrow side streets looking for some film. I finally found three packs, dated August 1914. Considering the age of the film and the cloudy weather we had, I thought I got some pretty good pictures in Rome. I had run out of film in Treviso and with the 24 exposures I had just bought, I had to cover Rome, Naples, Pompeii, and Venice, unless I could find another supply somewhere. When you have so little time to sightsee, it is horrible to take up that time hunting film. It is pretty hard to do both.

That evening about seven o’clock, we went to the Embassy, which at that time was very much the same as the Countess D’Alverny’s home. The first floor housed all official business and the second floor was the residence. I can’t say that it was any more sumptuous than the Countess D’Alverny’s place, but it was larger. Ambassador and Mrs. Page were people I actually was proud to see represent Uncle Sam. I would hazard that they were in their late sixties. Ambassador Page was medium height—about 5' 10" and very well set up and trim. Mrs. Page was white-haired, with a lovely complexion, and a surprisingly good figure for a woman her age. They employed quite a huge staff of men and women, at least forty in all, and over half of them were Americans. We had been told about this by Mr. Pepin when he was briefing us about the party that evening.

The dining room was huge, with a beamed ceiling and red silk damask walls. The tall windows were draped with red velvet draperies with gold bullion fringe. Besides our outfit and Ambassador and Mrs. Page there were some undersecretaries and some military attachés, all men of high rank, Captains and Colonels. The marine and navy officers were Captains, the army officer a Colonel.

In typically American style, waiters served the plates, then placed the rest of the dishes on the table so we could go back for more. This style was so different than at Countess D’Alverny’s that at least some of us did a little overeating.

As we rose from the table, I remarked to Mrs. Page what lovely furniture it was, and asked her where in the world she had ever found it in Italy. She took me by the arm and led me over to a big, enormous sideboard. It must have been ten feet long. She pulled out a drawer and on the inside of it was a label: Made in Grand Rapids. When she saw my surprise, she had to laugh. When they received their appointment to Rome, they had ordered all this furniture to be made in America and shipped to Rome.

In their music room, complete with a grand piano, we played the rest of the evening. In fact it was almost eleven o’clock when we left.

Upon our arrival back at the hotel, Pepin told us, “The Ambassador is arranging to have us go through the Vatican. It will probably be day after tomorrow.”

Several American Red Cross girls were staying at the hotel as well as two young men in uniform who I am sure were with the same unit as Pepin had been originally. Just what they did, we never found out. All these two guys did was sit around the bar and drink martinis and make wisecracks with the Red Cross “nurses”, who really weren’t nurses, they were just in the Red Cross. The only help they offered was to give us directions how to get certain places. They seemed to have resented our presence and the fact that we had been guests of the Embassy. That deal alone soured me on the Red Cross. So far as we could see, here they were living in Rome, living the “Life of Riley” and not doing a damn thing to earn it.

We arranged with the hotel to dig us up a cabby with a four passenger carriage. The next morning there was a big tourier with a driver up front on a high seat, and space for four passengers (facing each other), drawn by a tired looking horse.

We were out to see the antiquities of Rome that day. We did the Colosseum, the Roman Forum, several of the bridges over the Tiber River and the streets that run along each side, the Castello Sant’Angelo, built by Emperor Hadrian for his tomb—a round turretted fortress which housed numerous art treasures from Venice, safe from the enemy during the war. The upper structure was the scene for Puccini’s La Tosca with its famous aria E lucevan le stelle, the music of which almost tears your heart out.

Next came the astonishing Pantheon, a pagan temple built before Christ. A church in the round, its enormously thick walls, shaped like a dome from the ground up, climb up to meet a hole in the top through which the weather comes (the bright sun and the rain) which furnishes the only light. The perimeter of the temple has many tombs within its thick walls so unlike that of any of the other churches and cathedrals in Europe.

About four o’clock, we came to St. Paul’s Church. I would call it a cathedral, it’s so grand, with its many tombs around the border. In the transept, to the left of the main altar, we came upon that lovely statue of Michalangelo’s Moses.

Charlie, Matty, Musty and I split 280 lire between us to pay for the cab, the tip, and also the offerings at the churches.

The next morning, at eight o’clock, the Embassy furnished cars to take us down to the square in front of St. Peter’s. There they left us and said they would be back at five o’clock in the evening to pick us up.

St. Peter’s is original in its architecture. It is Romanesque, although those large circular colonnades reaching up like two welcoming arms are strictly Greek. The numerous fifteen-foot high statues standing sentry on top of these colonnades—clear across a balcony across the front of the church—are influenced by Renaissance sculpture. The dome of St. Peter’s is not the very first dome. The first one is on the Duomo in Florence.

Much of what I knew about the Basilica was taken from Mark Twain’s Innocence Abroad. I recognized immediately what he meant when he called those four Byzantine columns “a poster bed.” They straddled the main aisle just short of the transept.  Seemingly, there are miles of tunnels and passageways underneath the church, including the tomb of St. Peter, and access to the catacombs. We swarmed all over the place, finding around to the sides tomb after tomb of individuals we had studied in history. Amongst them notably was the tomb of Michelangelo, probably the greatest artist who ever lived. In sculpture, painting and architecture, he excelled.

Next we did the Sistine Chapel. The ceiling is a pictoral story of the Old Testament, starting with the creation of Adam. In some scenes, the figures are heroic. In others, they are undersized. I would think that such an arrangement would result in a lot of confusion, yet the whole thing is so integrated, it makes a very pleasing whole of scenes painted by Michelangelo’s contemporaries, all relating to some historical Biblical event. Then high on the end wall, opposite the front entrance, is Michelangelo’s Last Judgment . The theme of the picture is from the bible,“What shall it profit a man if he gaineth the whole world and suffers the loss of his own soul? For what exchange will man give for his soul? For the Son of God will come in the Glory of His Angels and judge every man according to his deeds.” Strangely enough, the figure of Christ is smooth-shaven like his Adam in the picture in the ceiling. His Last Judgement is also the last picture he ever painted.

I never could quite understand why Michelangelo painted Christ as a smooth- shaven man in both portraits in the Vatican; and in his Piéta (the statue of the Holy Mother holding her dead son on her lap), he has a beard.

The Basilica of St. Peter’s and the Vatican are no more than ten acres in size, but they are a Principality, owing no allegiance to the Italian government at all. Vatican City operates completely independently of any other government. Actually the Sistene Chapel is the first building you encounter in the Vatican. The rest of the grounds consist of a series of disjointed buildings, with additions tacked on, which house museums and art galleries containing the treasures of the Church that go clear back past the time of Christ. The library is two hundred and twenty feet long. The walls are covered with the most beautiful tapestries you will find anywhere. Hand woven, they were gifts to the various Popes from French Kings. The library contains books and manuscripts (most of them hand printed), going back past the time of Christ, long before a printing press was ever invented. Speaking of original prints, they are the only prints.

Covering the remainder of the grounds are lovely gardens. The grounds are policed by Swiss guards in medieval costumes, carrying Halberds (16th Century weapons).

Next we saw a series of galleries containing ancient Greek sculpture excavated near Greece from the ocean, on the islands of Crete and ancient Sparta, the most famous of which was called Laoçoon, depicting the King and his two sons struggling against evil snakes. Tortured poses of the three characters influenced Michelangelo’s statuary a great deal.

It would take a year to go through the Vatican and cover everything. There are some galleries which, although they are open, are never reached because the day isn’t long enough to get to them and everything that is in between and still get back before nightfall. One gallery contained the most beautiful Raphaels in existence anywhere — even in Florence.

At least 40 Popes reigned between 1500 and 1918. All of these added-on galleries, libraries, and museums recorded the history of the relationship of the various Pontifs with all the different Christian governments all over the world. Every time there was a new Pope these governments would figure they would have to give the Vatican a new piece of art. It is certainly not the best-organized center of art in the world.

The Pope with all his enormous staff all lived on the second floor.

We left Rome the next day, unhappy that we had to cut our stay short. There was so much that we didn’t see.

Naples

Our next stop was Naples, a seaport.

The people in Naples are completely different than those in northern Italy. They are short, stocky, swarthy and dirty. The south end of Italy is unaccountably beautiful; a wasteland that is beautiful. The Island of Capri is a jewel; Sicily is the original home of the Mafia.

The party the Consul arranged for us in Naples was attended by more prominent people than any we had seen previously. Lots of military and naval brass showed, including Admiral Simonetti, the chief of the naval forces in Italy, but that was later….

The first full night we were in Naples, Pepin found us a guide. Leading us down the darkest street in town, the guide knocked on a door. We entered a circular room with mirrors on all sides and on the ceiling, with rich red velvet draperies and cushions surrounding the whole perimeter of the wall. The only ones present, we were told that we were about to see the fifty-seven ways of Vesuvius. This place was a bordello with its own individual idea of entertainment!

On the streets of Naples are a lot of different smells. Scores and scores of goats ran around in the streets, monopolizing the steps from one street up to the next. Cow’s milk was hard to find in Southern Italy.

Pompeii

We spent a whole day at Pompeii. In that one day, we learned more about Rome and Romans, how they lived and why they fell, than in all the rest of the time we spent in Italy. Rome had ruled the world for over six hundred years at the time of Vesuvius’ eruption. Their culture was most materialistic, self indulgent and carnal; the human phallus was their ideal. (Yet they were no worse than we are becoming today in this country and other places in the world.) They were a pagan people. The followers of Christ had not reached Rome yet; and Mohammed was to come 700 years later. They worshipped everything from Isis, an Egyptian deity, to Venus, a planet. The goddess of Love, the God of War, Neptune (a sea god); a temple was dedicated to each one of these. No temple was built to Moses nor to Jesus Christ. On every corner stood a phallus pointing to the closest bordello.

By 400 AD these people who worshipped the flesh became so materialistic and soft that they sat as easy prey to the barbarians from north of the Rhine; the Huns and the Goths and Visigoths. A civilization which had ruled the world for over a thousand years faded into the dark ages. During a thousand years of floundering ignorance, they had indulged their appetites until they didn’t have anything else to do. They had forgotten how to defend themselves.

We stayed in a hotel near the water, and we found out years later that it had belonged to Lucky Luciano, one of the prime mobsters in New York during prohibition days in this country. I still have that enormous key from the door, which I have kept all these years because of its association with one of the most notorious and vicious leaders of the mafia of all times.

That evening after visiting these ruins, we ran into something very familiar to us. A street carnival, with all the hocus-pocus and come-on games you find in any street carnival. I won a liter of cheap cognac by throwing a hoop over a bottle.

Later we entrained to cross the “boot,” for a concert across the mountains on the Adriatic side, to a port called Foggia. This train had nothing but second class seats on it, and no heat. When we got into the mountains, snow blanketed the ground. I don’t think I would have made it without that fifth of cognac. I was never so cold and miserable for such a long time before or since.

Foggia

In the dark, about four o’clock, we arrived at Foggia and found we had to embark in a row boat with a lantern in the front, for a Naval group. We were to play for a camp on an island off of Foggia. Snowing slightly, it was so dark, you couldn’t see your own hand. I couldn’t help but think about Washington crossing the Delaware. Leaving the utter darkness behind us we entered the utter darkness ahead of us.

In about twenty minutes we reached the island of Foggia, greeted by eighty of the wildest Americans we had ever seen anywhere. They had not seen a fellow countryman since the war started, had been on this island all during the war and had had no mail for over a year. They were so glad to see somebody besides themselves! We would have been a success even if we had never pulled an instrument out of the box. We never could figure out why they were down there, clear out of the war zone, only about a third of the way up the boot. The enemy was on the opposite shore of the Adriatic across from them.

We played our hearts out for them. You never saw such enthusiasm!

But we had to go on, so we entrained again. Going back to the mainland, we continued north to Bologna, the center of learning in Italy. Next Padova, then Venice!

Venice

At last, we were in Venice! This lovely city looks more like it does in camera pictures than any other place I know of. You get a very good idea of Venice by just looking at well-made pictures because of the color in the buildings and the water and its motion and the bright sun and the reflection of the water on these buildings. There’s no place like it anywhere in the world for beauty.

The Piazza San Marco is a huge brick-paved square. On one side the Doges Palace; on the next adjoining side, the Cathedral of St. Mark’s; the other two sides are occupied by hotels, restaurants, and commercial buildings. The opposite side of the Doges Palace is the beginning of the Lido which moves south from there. Three-eighths of a mile further is the Island of San Marco. Beyond that—the Adriatic.

To look at Venice you can’t help but think there hasn’t been anything new built there for hundreds of years. Grand Canal with its Rialto Bridge, made famous by Shakespeare, makes the Ponte Vecchio in Florence look like a swamp. It is much prettier. The water flows more grandly underneath it than the Arno flows under the Ponte Vecchio.

There were not many motor launches in Venice in those days. The Gondola was still the predominant method of conveyance. Gracefully shaped, this delicate watercraft was manned by a single sailor with a long sweep which he worked crossways on the rear of the boat, reversing the angle of the blade in each direction giving the gondola a motion almost like it was being driven by an engine.

You don’t talk Italian to the gondolier; he can’t understand you. Venetians have a lingo all their own, which is as different from Italian as Basque is from French.

Venice is so delightful outside that it is pretty hard to go indoors anywhere, but its art treasures are of a different age, type and structure than you find anywhere else in Italy.

Just for the hell of it one day, we got into two gondolas with our instruments and went up the Grand Canal and down the Lido and under the Bridge of Sighs. And as we went under the Bridge of Sighs, we played Down in Honky-Tonky Town..

Our last ride on the Canal was spoiled because I saw a dead cat in the water—a very dead yellow cat.

This time we traveled back to Treviso by train, then down to Padova and then again by train to Mantova. We had been gone twenty-two days—one day over three weeks. We were all pretty quiet. The ten of us, all from such different walks of life had been thrown together, day and night, and not one of us had ever had a quarrel with one another. It was amazing how we had jelled together.The party was over; we would probably go back to our sections and await the time when we would get on a boat and sail for the United States.

Our trip through Italy had whetted our appetites to see more of Europe. We were not kidding ourselves; we knew how lucky we had been!

Pepin left us, bidding us goodbye and saying what a great bunch we had been, what a good time he had had, how we had all got along so well together, but he thought he had better be getting to thinking about going home himself.

Section by section, the troops all arrived back in Mantova, settling down on the old grounds south of town. Neither my section in Bassano, nor the ones from Mount Grappa, turned up as they were still on duty out there some place.

Out of the clear blue sky came orders from Lieutenant General LeJeune (Chief Entertainment Officer of the A.E.F.) for the USAAC Jazz Band to be detached and sent to Paris at once. So that’s what Pepin was up to! There wasn’t anything Persons could do about it, except issue the orders to travel, so on December 21st, we arrived back in Milan.

That first night, we went to La Scala, and saw La Boehme, by Puccini, awfully well done, but performed by people we didn’t know. The eleven of us, all spic and span, attracted some unlooked for attention; people kept turning around and staring at us. Americans were still scarce in Milan, and especially at the Opera.

On the evening of December 22nd, we boarded a train, to go across France by way of the Simplon Pass, via the city of Lyons and coming into the Gare de Lyon.

I had learned to love Italy, and thus in this narrative, I have left out an awful lot of the ugly things that happened. Things I have deliberately not mentioned in this recital; the moans and cries of the poor devils behind you in the ambulance, cries for their mothers, prayers to the Holy Mother Mary, the stench from a mixture of blood and fecal matter that wafted out the ambulance doors as you opened them, the vacant stare in their dead eyes. Yes, I saw it all, but I won’t dwell on these thoughts; I wish I could forget them completely.

I left part of me in Italy; I think I grew up in Italy. We all change as we get older, but it is a gradual change. Things happen so quickly and so unexpectedly in war; one isn’t ready for them, and they seem to hit harder, they sink in deeper. Concepts of life, a sense of right and wrong, every idea you have gets knocked into a cock’s hat. The beggars on the steps of the Cathedral in Milan, begging for a crust of bread, contrast so bitterly with all the wealth sitting in the guts of that church, not doing anyone a damn bit of good. I remember the clash of wills between Bland and me, the admiration and respect I had for Captain Tomlin, the friendship of Luigi, the happy-go-lucky philosophy of Feliccé, and the sweet innocence of Maria. In the midst of a war-torn world, each had an impact upon me. These, however, were not the things which changed me; what changed me most was my realization of how brave these people were, who kept their faith even when beaten to their knees, seemingly always a little hungry, living on the faith that someday there would be an end to this seemingly endless war.

So, with a heavy heart, with regret, I bade adieu to Italy.

France

Paris

About seven in the morning, on December 24th, 1918, we pulled into the Gare de Lyon in Paris on the Paris-Constantinople Express, one of the finest trains in Europe. We pulled our baggage and our instruments off; the train was so long that we disembarked in the baggage room! When we saw the difficulty of making our way through the huge, crowded depot, manned by an American M.P. (who would have to check our travel orders) only to face the line of Americans coming into Lyon on leave or for some other reason, we stopped to take a look at our options. Not sixty feet in front of us, stood tall, arched doorways opening out onto the street, where lined up on the opposite side of the street stood a long line of quaint rental taxicabs. We could save a good hour if we could circumvent that line and catch one of those cabs, and go directly to the quarters of the Overseas Theater League, our ultimate destination. So without going any further into the depot, we turned around, eased ourselves out through those doors, across the street into those taxis, and away we went!

It had been so easy to avoid that M.P. and the delay, it never occurred to us that we had violated military law!

At the Headquarters awaited Pepin, and after signing us in and our drawing our first pay from the Overseas Theater League, Pepin led us out. We once more found taxis and started up the Rue St. Honore, around the Madeleine Church to a side street, coming to a little ponceau (small bridge). Not much more than a block behind this church sat the Hotel Madeleine. With about twenty-five or thirty rooms on four floors with connecting balconies along the facade, it featured hot and cold running water in every room and a bathroom and toilet on each floor. The rooms were large and airy, and scrupulously clean. Services included a Concierge, maid service, and a laundry.

Six beautiful British girls, all secretaries in the Diplomatic Service, resided there, along with three British Classical dancers named Peaches, Fairy, and Finesse. We adopted the three dancers on sight.

Peaches’ real name was Marjorie Mead. She was a brunette, with deep blue-violet eyes and milk-white skin. Fairy and Finesse were beautiful blondes; all three had lots of nice, smooth curves in all the nice, smooth places, and each one was a lady.

As usual, Hamp and I picked a center room on the second floor, (the biggest and best room available). Two British secretaries lived on one side of us, the three dancers on the other. These three quarters were the only ones on that floor to face the Avenue.

There wasn’t a bad-looking girl in that whole bunch of British Secretaries. I suppose, because of their jobs, they never mixed with us like the three dancers did. I never saw any of them date anyone except a British officer, except one on the floor above us who had the hots for a French captain. Enlisted men like us just didn’t rate. That was all right; we had Peaches, Fairy, and Finesse! Being dancers, they needed music.

They actually needed us more than we needed them. Before we separated our ways, months later, the three girls, Lieutenant Van Dorn, Norm Kennedy and I had worked up eight or ten different routines, a single, doubles, and triples with these girls, and it got so that we could put on three or four two-and-a-half hour shows without repeating material. They contributed a lot to our popularity. Now, because of our versatility, we could stay in a leave area longer than the ordinary act did. Most overseas theater acts did one or two shows and then left. We would go into an area and stay ten days.

But all of that was much later.

We spent the rest of Christmas Eve getting settled down and then that night we went out to Duvalls, a restaurant chain in Paris. They were reasonably priced, yet served good wine and good food. On the menu was Prime Chateaubriand (the finest beef you can buy), thick, luscious, juicy prime beef, broiled on a plank. Served piping hot, it was prepared at the table, garnished with choice vegetables, bean salad, a real Pommard Rhine from the Cote d’Or, a ripe Gruyere with crackers, and cognac—all for 25 francs (about $3.50) which included the tip! It was the first beef we had eaten since July when we were served that beef up at Bassano with maggots in it.

What did we care how much the cost? We were still drawing our salary from the Army, travel pay and rations, and one hundred dollars a week apiece from the Overseas Theater League.

Later we augmented our incomes further by playing for some of the officers’ dances put on after our regular performances. We never let them pull rank on us; we charged them 2,000 francs for the job. We played at least one dance in every leave area we were ever in. That was an extra $14.00 apiece for each one of those dances. Pepin paid for most of our meals.

In spite of all this “free-loading,” Kennedy and Matty were always broke by the last week of the month. Norm was the worst. He was a profligate. I would see him stand along side of the Madeleine Church and empty his pockets of all one and five-franc coins and all the currency that he had in his pockets, by throwing it into the streets just to watch the kids risk their lives dodging between the cars to pick it up. When he couldn’t spend it fast enough, he threw it away. Yet outside of a beautiful diamond ring, I never saw him have anything that the rest of us didn’t have. At times he seemed to just have a contempt for money.

Mattox’s mother was head of the British Red Cross in Paris. Matty had never talked about his mother. We had learned that much about him on our train trip from Milan. He contacted her the day before, so on Christmas night we spent the evening in the apartment of Mrs. Mattox. She had thoughtfully invited a British Red Cross girl for each one of us, and you never saw better groomed, nicer looking girls in your life. They were dressed as civilians—they left their uniforms at home!

We could see that Mrs. Mattox was used to entertaining. It was hard to explain her. She was gracious and charming, yet there was a hard glitter underneath. It somehow kept us on our guard. She married an American while on a trip to the United States, who was a high official in Nestle’s Chocolate in Switzerland. Matty had been born in England, but because his dad was an American, he remained an American citizen. He still had traces of a clipped British accent from studying for the high church in Oxford. I think he knew the Bible from cover to cover by memory, but he was now an agnostic. He didn’t believe in anybody but himself. Mrs. Mattox told me that evening that her having Allen was purely a passing incident in her life. He had been raised by nursemaids—she had never really been a mother to him. That’s why there was such a casual attitude between them. There was no question that Matty’s mother was a strong woman, with strong qualities of leadership. She held a very responsible job there in Paris.

We enjoyed lovely hors d’oeuvres and champagne—real French champagne—the very best. It was a great evening to start off our sojourn in Paris, France.

While we were in and out of Paris often for the next seven months after that, we never heard from Mrs. Mattox again. There just didn’t seem to be any family relationship between Matty and his mother at all. It helped me to understand the deep and violent moods that Matty used to suffer from. He could be the most likeable, companionable person you ever wanted to be with, but when he had had a little too much to drink, he would be the most contemptible rat, so rotten you wouldn’t even waste your spit on him.

Our first assignment in France was at La Bourboule, a region of low-lying mountains which lay covered in snow at the time. I don’t believe the sun shown once the whole time we were there. It was a leave area, built around a casino. I don’t remember much about it, other than its being famous for semi-precious stones, such as turquoise, lapis lazuli, and onyx, among others.

Paris was at the height of its season. The first thing we knew, we were being booked at the Chéz Paris, the Moulin Rouge, the Trocadero and all the cabarets and musical shows in Paris.

Americans were very popular in those days. We were a smash every place we played. We would interpolate our act someplace along the line during the evening, usually given twenty minutes. There wasn’t a place we played where we couldn’t have returned indefinitely.

But that wasn’t what the army had brought us to France for. Our mission was to entertain lonesome American soldiers in leave areas, waiting for the ships to take them home.

Annecy
We were next shipped out from the Gare de Lyon, south, way down to Annecy in Southern France. Annecy has a lake where a famous picture September Morn was painted, a nude standing knee deep in water trying to cover up herself with her hand. This picture was considered shockingly naughty. I never did see anything wrong with it. She did a pretty good job, covering up things with her hands.

I never discovered why they booked our group at Annecy,  except perhaps that the Whitney Paines of Philadelphia were quartered there in an old Nunnery. It still had its cloister and its Nuns. Mrs. Paine was a beautiful woman with red hair and had a beautiful daughter with red hair.

Traces of snow lay on the ground even that far south.

It seems that the Whitney Paines of Philadelphia were comparable to the Vanderbilts and the Morgans of New York, Long Island and Newport. I never did find out whether the Paines owned this unusual home or whether they were leasing it. It was certainly isolated from everything else.

The large area being used as a living room had massive, high ceilings and a huge fireplace. I could stand in it; you could put a log five feet long on the fire. It didn’t draw any too well and there was always a faint odor of burning wood in the air. A gallery or mezzanine rose above one end of the room and as you climbed up the stairway, there were your bedrooms all in a row. Each guest slept on a downy, feathery mattress, surprisingly warm and comfortable.

One evening I ventured to open a door in the bedroom, opposite the one through which I had entered from the gallery. Passing through, I went out to find myself standing in an elevated cloister connected to each of the bedrooms. Across from me stood arches which opened into the chapel of the Monastery, and I could hear the sisters saying their beads. There must have been at least twenty of them. I felt like I was intruding on something very sacred and private, and silently retreated into my bedroom.

One evening I admired a beautiful silk and mohair shawl Mrs. Paine had on. It had bright red and gold stripes on a black background with handmade fringe. She asked, “Do you like it?”

 “It’s lovely.”

 “You may have it.” 

 It was such a pretty thing. I treasured it and brought it home, carefully put it away, and the moths ate it.

We discovered a golf course nearby and our hostess dug up a couple of bags of clubs. Musty, Camp, Barlow and I played nine holes of golf. The minute we saw Musty swing a club, we knew he was good.

I never was able to figure out why these lovely people stayed in such a place to Winter when the Riviera was not over one hundred miles away.

Chamonix

From Annecy, we traveled on to a small town at the base of Mount Blanc. From there we took a geared train, sort of a funicolare up the mountain to Chamonix, at that time one of the world’s most famous winter resorts. Chamonix was a beautiful little town, nestled at the base of the slopes which held ski runs and toboggan runs which constituted the sport at that location. The setting became particularly lovely at dusk when the lights shone in the little shops and homes, but still enough daylight remained so that you could see down the streets. Chamonix is about 5000 feet above sea level. Mt. Blanc, the highest mountain in the Alps, towers some 11,000 or 12,000 feet above the town. Chamonix lies practically on the border with Switzerland and operates its casino, like most resort towns in France. At this time, however, the community had been completely taken over by the American Army, for that period following the end of the war until the troops were all out of France.

None of us had ever been on skis before and I had an awful time trying to move forward on them. I tried to use the same action I would with skates, with the result that the back end of my skis were always crossing. I never did learn to navigate on level ground on the skis. There also was an open-air rink where you could skate.

The snow was almost pure ice—sleet in fact—but because it was so dry, the particles never melted together. It was like loose salt, I think what they would call “corn snow” today.

The mountain offered any number of ski runs; those for beginners, those for those a little better qualified and also for the experts. After about half a day on the slopes I arrived at the top of one of the runs which held a jump about three feet tall. The approach was a little steeper than any other slope I had ever gone down. I came up on this jump at an exceptionally high rate of speed, a little bit unprepared for the takeoff. I flew through the air and landed on one ski, the other one flying out at right angles.

I fell, of course, and the skis all got twisted. It’s a wonder I didn’t break an ankle or a leg. I burned all one side of my face on the snow and ended up without a muscle or bone in my body that didn’t ache. I slid a good hundred yards down that hill before I came to a stop.

He wrote to Edie:

You have seen movies of the tobogganing and skating and skiing at Chamonix; these wonderful scenes of people coasting down mountain sides around highly banked curves with snow six and eight feet high. Well that’s what we’re doing. Kennedy, one of the fellows in the Jazz Band, was pretty badly cut up in a spill today, losing his front teeth. Poor devil, I feel for him, for I lost some teeth myself once, and I know how it disfigures a fellow. Yesterday I tried skiing and darned near broke by neck. My shoulders are all sore today from the nasty falls I took. Like all beginners, I got too ambitious and tried to go down a hill a half-mile long and as steep as the dickens at about 40 miles an hour and then hit a bump—so—and dug all the snow off the mountain with my face. I feel like I have been through a football game. 

Yesterday was a typical day for us—Breakfast in bed at 10:30, short walk till noon, lunch, tobogganing till 3 and from 3 to 6 skiing. Dinner at 6:30 repairing a violin bow till 9:30, and a concert from 10 till 1!

That same day, Norm Kennedy tried to belly-flop down one of the toboggan slides, and in going around the curve he went clear over the top and flew through the air about thirty feet. When he came down he knocked all his front teeth out on the bar across the front of the sled.

The first concert lasted two hours and a half, but the audience wouldn’t let us go. We had shipped Norm off to Paris to get some teeth put in his mouth, and secretly, I thought the band sounded better without him.

I was so sore the day after my fall, I never even got up for breakfast. When I finally staggered down to the restaurant for a bit of lunch, I felt so lousy that I came back and went to bed with my clothes still on.

It must have been about two o’clock in the afternoon when I heard someone playing a violin in the room next door to me. I had never heard such a violin; nor had I ever heard one played like this! One didn’t need to be very smart to recognize very superior talent and training and a very superior violin. He was playing Kreisler’s scales and arpeggios; exercises that I had practiced many a time, but boy, what a difference in the way they sounded when he played them! When I executed them, they sounded like scales and arpeggios. He made beautiful music out of the same notes.

I must have laid there in bed for half an hour when finally my curiosity got the better of me. I got up and went down the hall and knocked on the door next to mine.

The music stopped and a young man came to the door with a violin in his hand. With a big smile on his face, he asked me to come in. I could tell he was no older than I.

I learned that he was a Russian, having studied with Leopold Auer in St. Petersburg. (Auer was the greatest teacher of violin who ever lived.) This young fellow was a refugee, leaving before the Commies took over (the Revolution was then in progress) and had come via Switzerland, where he was asked to play at Chamonix for the entertainment of American boys. That was how he happened to be there at the same time we were. His name was Jascha Heifetz and he played a Guarnerius violin, the real thing! I had never heard such an instrument.

He had heard that I was with an orchestra there in Chamonix. He offered the instrument to me to play. How sweet! Honestly, that fiddle played itself. It was so easy to try the scales and arpeggios to get the feel of it. I attempted Franz Drdla’s Souvenir. He told me about his violin; it was insured for 175,000 francs. It wasn’t his best one, either! That was a Stradivarius which was in a New York City vault, worth fifty thousand dollars, even in those days. I couldn’t imagine a violin being any better than that Guarnerius he had. It was so much finer than anything I had ever heard. Even Charlotte’s (Burton) beautiful violin couldn’t compare with his.

A day or so later, I bought a pair of British-made skates, a rocker type, or what is called a “figure” skate, but I couldn’t find any shoes to fit me. I went back down to the little village, way down at the base of the mountain, where I found a beautiful pair of leather skating shoes. Coming back up the mountain to Chamonix afterwards, I noticed an American Lieutenant on the car with me. After a hard look at him, I recognized Scott McNulta, who had just preceded me as President of Mask and Bauble,and was a very fine actor. He was dressed in the trappings of a first lieutenant. So unexpected to see someone that I knew, I cried, “Scott!” and I went up the aisle to shake his hand. He looked at me with a vacant stare as if he had never seen me before. 

I said, “Scott, don’t you know me? I’m Charles Keck with the Mask and Bauble. I have played in plays you have been in on the campus at Illinois.” He still didn’t say a word and kept that vacant stare on his face. I reacted with resentment and with real anger. When I thought better of it and looked at him again, I decided that man was sick. It was the first case of shell shock I have ever seen. He had been sent into this leave area to get over it, but actually he needed someone to go along with him and he didn’t have anyone. Scott never did get over his trauma. He died two years after he got home, in Decatur.

Skis used in those days were like the [cross-country] overland skis in use today. The modern mountain skiing equipment was not even thought of in those days. Special ski boots were unheard of.

We stayed in Chamonix about ten days and while there we played two dances for officers. Boy, how they hated our guts for making them pay through the nose!

On the last day before we left, Charlie, Musty, Barlow and I ventured out on the huge glacier above Chamonix, climbing up the mountain. At three-thirty in the afternoon the sun was down level almost with the top of Mount Blanc, and we could see that fascinating phenomenon, the penumbra of the mountain being projected on the snow and ice of the glacier. A strange and beautiful sight, it doesn’t last very long. The light has to be just so and I don’t suppose it lasted over fifteen minutes.

Paris Revisited

Back to Paris where we remained well into February. Paris was rainy and foggy—utterly dismal. One grisly Friday afternoon, I started down the Boulevard des Italiens toward the Paris del Opera [The Paris Opera]. Passing there, I continued on eastward about three or four more blocks when I happened to go by a shop on my left. I heard music coming from inside as they had the door opened, and I could hear a beautiful cello playing. It was a violin shop. I stopped and listened and whoever was playing this cello knew how to play it! Beautiful tones. So I opened the door. A little bell tinkled when I went inside. I entered and stood looking upon a counter cross-ways of the room about ten feet from the door and in back of which hung a curtain. I heard music coming from behind this partition. When the little bell tinkled, the music stopped. A very pleasant young woman came out, asking what she could do for me. She addressed me in pretty fair English. I told her that I had been fascinated by the quality of the tone of that cello being played back of the curtain. 

When I called it a cello, she broke out laughing, “That isn’t a cello, it is a viola.” Aha! Aviola with the timbre and tone of a cello! Although never very happy with the viola I had bought in Cremona, it had never occurred to me to hunt for a replacement. I asked her if I could see it and she led me back behind the curtain. Here was an old fellow with this beautiful instrument under his chin. The first thing I noticed was that the instrument was quite a little larger than my viola. I asked if I could play it. 

He handed it to me with the bow and I played some scales and arpeggios, immediately making up my mind that I was going to buy it. I asked if it was for sale and they chimed “Yes.” I wanted to know about its history. This viola had belonged to the first chair viola player in the Paris Opera Orchestra, who had been killed. His widow was trying to sell the instrument and left it in the custody of these people in the music store to dispose of. I got the widow’s address. She lived only a couple of blocks from there. I went down and called on her, verifying their story, and then came back to the shop and started bargaining. 

They wanted 3,000 francs. Having learned by experience, I knew you never take the first price in Europe any time. I began to bargain and I finally got them down to 2800 francs; they would not go any lower. I then asked if there was a case. No, all they had was a black flannel drawstring bag which the former owner had always used as he had never been able to find a case big enough. Well, I didn’t like the idea of carrying a beautiful viola around in a bag, but that is the way I finally took it. When I got back to the hotel, I tried to put it in my case (which held my other viola) and I couldn’t even get it started. It was quite a bit larger all around than a regular viola. That oversize was largely responsible for its big tone and rich quality. I think I went to every shop in Paris trying to find a case big enough. Finally in a little factory /wholesale place, I found a case that, with a little alteration, would accommodate my new prize. My viola in 1919 at Lyon & Healy was appraised at over $1,000. (I had paid $400 for it.) I still have it; it is my most precious possession. It has the finest tone quality of any viola I have ever heard and it is very even from the bottom to the top register. It made a noticeable improvement in the sound of the band.

Brittany

Our next assignment was on the Britanny coast up on the English Channel, due south of England. Comprised of St. Malo, Dinard, and the Island of San Brieuc, the area covered about twenty some miles along the beach. The tide in the English Channel on that coast runs thirteen feet. St. Michel, when the tide is out, is part of the mainland, but when the tide comes in, becomes an island a mile from shore. When the tide turns, it behooves you not to be caught way out on the beach because the ocean will almost catch you before you can reach safety.

As usual, this area was built around a casino, at Dinard.

St. Malo got into the picture because of a golf course that was about fifteen kilometers west of Dinard, reached by a little wood-burning train.

We also discovered some excellent tennis courts at Dinard. We got acquainted with a pair of twin 18-year-old girls named Samone, daughters of the President of Citröen Automobile Company. Both were avid tennis players and to our surprise, we saw that Chuck Barlow and Norm Kennedy played a mean game of tennis as well.

Although it was still March, we went bathing in the English Channel. That is where the Gulf Stream goes when it reaches the French and English Islands. It flows up through the English Channel, warming Holland and Denmark and losing itself finally up around Copenhagen, Sweden and Norway.

The weather was so delightful, we played a lot of concerts of an afternoon out on the terrace of the casino, right on the beach in the warm sunshine.

Epilogue

Certainly not the end of our story, this is, however, the end of the eighteen tapes dictated by Daddy K.

Beginning this project after eighty years of age at the urging of his family, he continued with it until his final illness. He died in Carle Hospital, Urbana, Illinois, on June 2, 1982. He was 86 years old.

As we are all living proof of his continuing saga, we will now add what memory, research, and memorabilia have contributed to the ongoing “legacy” of Daddy K.

Upon examination of the documents, newspaper articles, letters, pictures, and theater programs Charles saved, and with Edie’s assistance in detail and continuity (she’s now 95) we have constructed the sequence of events following Daddy K’s sojourn in Italy and France during and after World War I.

Edie continued her story in August, 1991, starting here with the story of their first meeting: 

Mother and I went down to the Chautauqua, where people would put up tents and live in them for a couple of weeks in the summer, attending programs or  listening to speakers in a big auditorium every day, or concerts in the evening. You rented a tent, furnished it, moved in, and lived out there. It was quite the thing to do. 

 My mother’s sister lived near there on a farm, so we went to see her and go to Chautauqua. While we were out there one afternoon, I was  introduced to this young man. I had been out in a  canoe on a date with a boy that I knew in Pontiac.  His family had the paper there, the Pontiac Leader.   Charles was  down  there visiting from Bloomington, where he lived, as they had a store there in Pontiac. He was out at Chautauqua and saw me, and asked to be introduced to me. He said I was the most beautiful blonde gal he ever saw. I was a decided, natural blonde. (I never used anything on my hair, never have.)  So I was introduced to him, and had a date with him one night, then I was going back to Chicago and he promised he would keep in touch...well  I’d heard that before!  But he did keep in touch with me. 

Charles came up to Boston to see me from Allentown, and we went out to a very fancy lobster place for dinner. It was right on the ocean and we talked about getting married. He told me he didn’t think it was smart to get married before he went overseas, because something might happen to him and he wouldn’t get back. He didn’t think that would be right, to leave me like that. It was a very hard decision. 

After he did return, we didn’t get married right away. Charles was the kind of person who didn’t want to get married until he had the money to take care of me. 

After graduating from Sargent’s, I went away to teach, while Mother stayed in Chicago and worked. I had fulfilled my first year when I heard of an opening at the women’s college in Jacksonville, Illinois. Not only would it get me a lot closer to home, it also offered more pay. I had signed up for another year in Rome (Georgia), and when I turned that down, boy were they furious. They could have held me to it if they had wanted to. 

I went up to Jacksonville to teach P.E.  In Jacksonville I met Pauline McMurphy, and her circle was the town’s “high society.” I met Jim Barnes, whose father was the judge, and his cousin owned the local bank. I dated Jim, a student at Harvard Law School.  (Recall she and Charles had not actually become engaged before he went away to war; in fact she never did receive an engagement ring. They had decided to wait until his return lest a tragedy prevent that reunion.)
The craziest thing happened, recalls Edie. Jim went into the marines, and was also sent to Europe. One evening, Charles, on leave from his unit, was relaxing at a Swiss resort, when he met a young American at the bar . They began a conversation, like any two couple of soldiers passing the time of day. When asked about his home, this fellow, a Jim Barnes, replied, “I’m from Illinois.”

“Really, what a coincidence! I’m from Champaign,” replied Charles. “How about you?”

“I’m from Jacksonville; ever heard of it?”

“Sure. You wouldn’t happen to know a beautiful young woman  named Edith Lambert would you? She teaches at the women’s college there.”

“You’re damned right I’ve heard of her—I’m going to marry her!” said Jim. 

Charles answered, “The hell you are!” 

I was going with both of them at the same time, you see. I thought that was pretty funny, that the two of them would meet like that, in Europe. 

Jim came to see us in Champaign one time, after we were married, and went to a football game. He stayed with us, and we went out for dinner at the Club and had a good time. If I would have married him I would have lived in Washington.  He became a lawyer and at one time was the youngest judge in the State of Illinois. He married someone he met in Washington while he was an appointed assistant to President Roosevelt. Her father was connected with the government, from down South. I later think I heard that she lost her mind and had to be committed. I don’t know what caused that, but his marraige ended unhappily. 

During the war, Mother moved to Rogers Park, where she bought an apartment. I went to work out to Lake Forest on the El (we lived by the last stop before Evanston). When she lost the apartment we moved out closer to the college where I was teaching. She later moved in again with my Aunt. 

Discharged out of the U.S.A.A.C. in March, 1919, Charles’ jazz band continued their service in Europe under the auspices of the YMCA American Entertainment Department for the A.E.F. (American Expeditionary Force) for another seven months after the War ended in November 1918.

He writes home on March 31, 1919:

We came up here from Marseilles and tomorrow breeze forth to the discharge camp at Avignon. We expect to be  fini-ed by Friday of this week, if the Lord is good to us, and ready to start out on the last lap of our work. Our contract will be up June 15th and that means home by July 15th sure. Praise be! Amen!

He arrived in Hoboken, N.J. on July 13, 1919. He returned to Champaign  and continued in law school at the University of Ilinois, graduating in 1922. During this period he was President of the Mask and Bauble dramatic club and performed in many of their productions. He was a member of the Chi Phi fraternity and Phi Alpha Delta law fraternity. He also put himself through school by organizing a jazz band and playing for the Greek houses and public U. of I. dances. After passing the bar exam, he did not want to practice law, so he entered the furniture business with his father.

On January 29, 1923, as Mom, Pop, and Charles were sitting down to dinner, four gunmen entered their home; a great shootout took place. Charles was shot through the hip and suffered a serious head wound as he pursued one bandit. Mom chased the others only to be beaten over the head as well. The robbers did not get what they came after—namely jewelry. They hit Pop over the head; he was dazed and wandered outside. Charles shot the man who wounded him. Mom was truly a heroine, for after regaining consciousness she pursued the gunmen down the street.

The Daily Pantagraph, Bloomington, Illinois.

CHAMPAIGN WOMAN HEROINE IN BATTLE WITH THREE BANDITS
Urbana, Jan. 30—Special..—

Three masked bandits invaded the home of Frank D. Keck, Champaign, while the family was at dinner last night and when Mr. Keck and their son, 25, resisted robbery, there ensued a battle in which the son was shot and severely wounded, and in which his mother, armed with a gun that had been taken from one of the robbers, shot and wounded one of the assailants. The fight outside that followed, participated in by the bandits and Mrs. Keck, was of the most desperate character imaginable, and ended only when Mrs. Keck had been knocked out by a blow on the head with a revolver butt, and Attorney A.D. Mulliken, a neighbor, who had gone to her aid, had shared the same fate. tc "Three masked bandits invaded the home of Frank D. Keck, Champaign, while the family was at dinner last night and when Mr. Keck and their son, 25, resisted robbery, there ensued a battle in which the son was shot and severely wounded, and in which his mother, armed with a gun that had been taken from one of the robbers, shot and wounded one of the assailants. The fight outside that followed, participated in by the bandits and Mrs. Keck, was of the most desperate character imaginable, and ended only when Mrs. Keck had been knocked out by a blow on the head with a revolver butt, and Attorney A.D. Mulliken, a neighbor, who had gone to her aid, had shared the same fate. "
Both Mr. Keck and Charles disregarded the leveled revolvers and sprang to attack the bandits. One of them fired, the bullet penetrating Charles Keck’s abdomen. Mr. Keck was felled by a blow on the head. As he collapsed, the young man handed his mother a revolver he had wrested from one of the bandits. “They’ve got me, Mother,” he moaned, “now you get them.”tc "Both Mr. Keck and Charles disregarded the leveled revolvers and sprang to attack the bandits. One of them fired, the bullet penetrating Charles Keck’s abdomen. Mr. Keck was felled by a blow on the head. As he collapsed, the young man handed his mother a revolver he had wrested from one of the bandits. “They’ve got me, Mother,” he moaned, “now you get them.”"
Mrs. Keck seized the gun and fired point blank at one of the desperatoes. He staggered, ran out the door and fell on the front porch. His two companions dragged him nearly a block north, to a point opposite the home of Harry Casper, 606 South Elm street. Mrs. Keck in pursiuit, battled them all the way. The gun she had was empty by that time. The bandit rescuers left their wounded companion in front of the Casper home while they went for their automobile, which had been parked a short diastance north. Mrs. Keck attacked the wounded robber with the fury of a tigress. They rolled over and over in the mud, each with a death grip on the other’s throat. The struggle took place at the base of a large tree, examination of which afterward showed bloody shreds of hair hanging to the bark where the heroic woman had endeavored to put the bandit out by banging his head against the tree.tc "Mrs. Keck seized the gun and fired point blank at one of the desperatoes. He staggered, ran out the door and fell on the front porch. His two companions dragged him nearly a block north, to a point opposite the home of Harry Casper, 606 South Elm street. Mrs. Keck in pursiuit, battled them all the way. The gun she had was empty by that time. The bandit rescuers left their wounded companion in front of the Casper home while they went for their automobile, which had been parked a short diastance north. Mrs. Keck attacked the wounded robber with the fury of a tigress. They rolled over and over in the mud, each with a death grip on the other’s throat. The struggle took place at the base of a large tree, examination of which afterward showed bloody shreds of hair hanging to the bark where the heroic woman had endeavored to put the bandit out by banging his head against the tree."
While serving overseas, Charles and Edie furthered their courtship through correspondence (the letters she has saved all these seventy years.)

He wrote:

5-22-18

Sweetheart Edith:

Your sweet letter reached me today and it seemed ages in coming. Here I left you a scarce 56 hours ago, and it seems that months have passed since then.…

I know Darling that someday you and I will be together again, never to be separated in this life, and our world will be tranquil with the joy and content so long in coming. Such is my vision Darling, such is my hope and feeling. 

Till tomorrow, 

Your boy

Charles

Later, he penned:
Tomorrow is Thanksgiving, Darling, and there’s lots to be thankful for; the war is over, and we’re all alive, well, and as happy as can be under the circumstances. Coming over here has done me a lot of good, Ede, I know that I’ve changed some, but whether it is one that is good or bad is more than I can figure out. I never was much good at self-analysis but outside of an enlargement of a vociferous vocabulary I can’t put my finger on anything of a change that is tangible. In all probability, you and the folks will be able to do so easier than I.

Charles and Edith (Edythe as he spelled it then) were married June 27, 1923 in Chicago. Although the newspaper reported that the ceremony was at Mrs. Lambert’s home, Edie remembers they were actually married in two church ceremonies in the same day. Charles was a Catholic and she a Methodist, so they first attended a nuptial mass by a priest, then arrived at Edie’s church for rites by her minister, Dr. Gilkey.

For their honeymoon, she tells of a romantic boat trip to furniture market in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Not sure who’s idea this was. (Pop’s ?) She recalls how her new husband worked long hours every day. “At least I saw him for dinner most every night.”

Returning home, they moved in with Mom and Pop Keck at 702 S. Elm, Champaign. Aunt Margie lived in Ashland, Kentucky at that time, and Mom left immediately to go down to visit her. Edie was left to take care of the men, when, as she puts it, “I didn’t even know how to cook water.” Pop liked his breakfast, he wanted eggs, bacon and milk gravy and fried potatoes. After they left for the store, she would climb the cherry tree and pick and can cherries all day long, stopping only to fix their lunch.

Edie:

When we finally did get married, we were insurance and interest poor. He only earned twenty-five dollars a week at the store, and we had the two children right away. He never was happy until he got that house paid for, no sir. It used to worry him a lot. I remember when he finally did get the mortgage paid off. Ohhh....! He was that way with the store, too. He wasn’t happy until he got that store paid for. He couldn’t understand how people could go out and buy a big lovely home and end up in debt for the rest of their lives. He couldn’t take it. We never bought anything unless we had the money to pay for it. 

In September, work was completed on their new house next door, built on the back of the elder Kecks’ lot, the ground being their wedding gift from Mom and Pop. Charles himself designed the plans. Their new address was 407 West John Street, Champaign, and they would live there for the next sixty-six years. (Edie moved out reluctantly at age 91.) Charles’ plans for the Dutch Colonial home proved quite unique and innovative. The foundation was above ground so that no water would ever get into the basement. “It worked,” claims Edie, “the boys had so many projects in that basement and we never noticed a water problem.”

(It was a tribute to the design that it was an architect who bought the house from Edie in 1990.)

Charles continued to work at the furniture business, but his heart was never there. In the basement of the store at 114 West Church, Champaign, he had a power saw and necessary tools to carry on in his spare time his model airplane business. He would cut the wood parts, usually from balsa wood, at the store. Then after dinner, at home, at the dining room table, three or four young men who also liked model airplanes would help put together kits and package them for mailing.

In the meantime, the children began to arrive. Margie Louise was born at home on June 13, 1924. Charlotte arrived on November 7, 1927.

Charles was devastated by the death of his father (of acute peritonitis) in February, 1932. Charles gave up the model airplane business because he felt the responsibility of supporting his family. Then along came Frank D. Keck II on December 8, 1932.  

These were tough years because of the depression.

I can remember the first time I took the three children down to get their school shoes. We always had dinner together, all of us, to talk over what had happened that day. I got to telling about going down to get those shoes, “Oh, it was just terrible, what I had to pay for those shoes!”  I just snorted and raved about it. 

“Well,” he said, “you had the money to pay for them, didn’t you?”

“Yes...”

“What are you complaining about then?” We were always that way about things, and I’m still that way yet. I don’t believe in buying anything I don’t have the money to pay for. He was much on that belief. We didn’t buy anything unless we knew how we were going to pay for it. No, I’m very much that way; too much so I expect. I’m always saying to Frank, “Well, I don’t know.... “ I’m so afraid that I’ll spend and go into my principle, because I don’t have very much. I could overspend very easily, buying too much of this or that. I don’t need it. I want to save it for the children. 

Charles’ sister, Marguerite (who preferred the name Marjorie) was a partner in the furniture business, living at the time of Frank Keck’s (Pop) death, in Evansville, Indiana.  She had a daughter, Rosanne. Marjorie continued her love of music. While living in Evansville, she sang as soloist in church, taught voice and piano and for years was the Treasurer of the local Musicians Club. After moving to Miami, Florida in 1935, she continued teaching music, particularly voice, and helped many young pupils on their way to promising careers in music. She remained in Florida the rest of her life, and died of cancer February 4, 1961.

Lucy Keck, Charles’ mother, still lived at 702 South Elm, Champaign. She died after lingering heart problems on June 12, 1962. She had a lot of influence on her grandchildren, particularly Margie.

Keck’s Furniture at various times had stores in Champaign, Clinton, Streator, Lincoln, Pontiac, Decatur, Monticello, and Hoopeston. Charles ran the business, first in the Russell building (later the Rialto Theater), then moving to a portion of the old Bank of Illinois building (originally Trevett-Mattis Bank; this is the building he designed in his story) both on Church Street in downtown Champaign. He retired in 1961 as Frank II took over. The store moved to 204 W. University, Champaign, which previously housed a car dealership, in 1963, where it remained until 1984.

Charles would continue in spurts his various interests and talents. He loved to paint and was very talented and creative with his art work.

A model train  layout he built with son Frank was written up in several magazines and recognized as quite an accomplishment of creativity and innovation:

One railroad the government didn’t take over in its recent action to avert a strike was the St. Francis and Charles. The road is a miniature, operated by Charles E. Keck and his 11-year-old son, Frank, and is set up with an almost unbelievable air of realism in the basement of the Keck home. The system now consists of some 240 feet of trackage, main and sidings, two towns, a mountain division, a seaboard line, an engine yard, freight yard and passenger car storage tracks, with 24 switches or turnouts, six engines, six passenger cars and about 30 assorted freight cars. There is also a furniture factory, a coal mine and tippler, a replica of the one at Danville, and two coaling stations, all electrically operated by panel control. All buildings are illuminated, and the main streets have street lights. The railroad, which was featured last year with two full pages of photos in the “Model Builder,” now makes the news again because more pictures of the system, and of son-and-dad team at the controls, appear in the “Wonder Book of Railroads,” a magazine for miniature railroad hobbyists, which has just been released.tc "One railroad the government didn’t take over in its recent action to avert a strike was the St. Francis and Charles. The road is a miniature, operated by Charles E. Keck and his 11-year-old son, Frank, and is set up with an almost unbelievable air of realism in the basement of the Keck home. The system now consists of some 240 feet of trackage, main and sidings, two towns, a mountain division, a seaboard line, an engine yard, freight yard and passenger car storage tracks, with 24 switches or turnouts, six engines, six passenger cars and about 30 assorted freight cars. There is also a furniture factory, a coal mine and tippler, a replica of the one at Danville, and two coaling stations, all electrically operated by panel control. All buildings are illuminated, and the main streets have street lights. The railroad, which was featured last year with two full pages of photos in the “Model Builder,” now makes the news again because more pictures of the system, and of son-and-dad team at the controls, appear in the “Wonder Book of Railroads,” a magazine for miniature railroad hobbyists, which has just been released."
Daddy K. loved golf—first, last and always, and consistently had a very respectable game in the 80’s for 18 holes. In his retirement years, he and Edith traveled all over the world, including a return to Italy after sixty years. They also enjoyed winters in Biloxi, Mississippi for golf and good seafood.

Charles was a devoted husband and father. He instilled in his children and grandchildren a love of family and good character. He was and still is the family patriarch. 

Thoughts and Memories of Daddy K

Margie Louise Keck Wikoff

Finding it difficult to think of the earliest memory of my daddy, I will have to share early ones. I can remember sitting on his knee and bouncing about age 3-4. I remember when I was 6, Charlotte, age 3, had her second mastoid surgery. Mother remained with her at the hospital constantly, and I was supervised by Mom, who would prepare our meals. Daddy would eat with us at Mom and Pop’s house next door to ours. I began to feel very left out and unloved, so Daddy put me on his lap and explained that they loved me just as much as ever, but Charlotte was very sick and I would have to understand why he and mother weren’t around more. I guess it helped, I felt better.

I remember how he cried when Pop died suddenly in February of ’32.

My eyes were at about table level when he had his “boys” over to work on model airplanes every night at the dining room table. I’d watch them whittle balsa wood and make baby ROG’s til bedtime. All the dimes that came in for the catalogs that mother addressed and sent were stored in a giant aluminum kettle in the cold air register in the dining room floor.

For Sunday entertainment, we frequently piled everyone in the car for a drive and perhaps an ice cream cone (not every time). It was those times that he taught us harmony in singing. After practice we really sounded pretty good with Down By the Old Mill Stream and the likes.

This would not be complete without recalling our glorious happy, traditional Christmases. Poor Daddy had to work til 9:00 P.M. on Christmas Eve and then come home and start in on decorating the tree! He even had to build the wood stand for it. Mother would struggle getting us to bed before he came, and then go to midnight church service. She would come home to find him finishing; often he would by 3:00 A.M.  Then of course, we were up at 6:30 or so! Many of our gifts he had made for us. On Christmas morning you could sure tell Santa had been there.

I’ve often wondered whatever happened to the little Grunow refrigerator he made me for Christmas one year out of balsa wood. It was a work of art in every detail. I adored it.

Perhaps one of his greatest influences on me was his music background and encouraging me to play piano. We had many fun, happy hours with him on the violin and me on piano going from one tune to the other.

In my autograph book one year, about 7th or 8th grade, he signed it, saying to reach for the stars.  I guess I have tried, but haven’t quite reached them yet.


Charlotte Keck Johnson

As the middle child, between Margie and Frank, I began life with the name Charlotte. This was based on the fact that I was to have been a boy (Charles), and Daddy once loved a violinist named Charlotte. I was neither of these but fortunately he loved women, and he played the violin enough for both of us.

Daddy wore a coat of many colors. He was definitely a man of contrasts. He faced pain, old age, blindness and death with the heart of a lion. On the other hand, he told me more than once, that “I am but a boy whistling in the dark.” Debt and poverty terrified him; and yet money and material gain was never his goal. The past anchored him in one spot all of his days. He could be unremitting and tactless but never ruthless. He helped many without notice and gave kindness and trust as well as anger and hard frankness. His sense of loyalty, duty and honesty was unshakable.  His faith in God lived in his heart.  He prayed every day.

At the core of Daddy lived a great admiration and appreciation of the creative forces in the world. His mind was ever seeking the new and the inventive. He experienced sheer joy whether it be from advances in technology or in the beauty he found in music and the arts. He was not a man of the out-of-doors or one to sit in awe of nature, but a symphony, a soprano who “sang like an angel” or a great painting, the design of an airfoil, a technical example of perfection in physics or astronomy, the space age, stirred his imagination. He engendered in me a love of art and music for which I shall be eternally grateful.

Daddy’s persona was domineering. There was no room for opinion, exchange, or recourse. As I reflect, in my 64th year, upon this rigid boundary in which I was reared, I have come to realize that Daddy was as Philip Roth says in his book Patrimony “my father was a product of his own era.”  Just as I can not be a child of the 21st Century, he could not be anyone except what the culture of the early 20th Century nurtured. He was a patriarch, not to be questioned, not to be doubted—you did as you were told—by him! A person seldom if ever exceeds any era other than his own. Our world and society is much changed.

He loved his family, he loved me, but his world and view of it was dictated in large by his experience and in his own “feet of clay.” A great war in which he became a man, and a financial depression that haunted him all of his life, anchored him in the middle years.

One of my regrets is that Daddy never allowed himself to be a free spirit. He burdened himself with duty and obligation and a distinct dislike for his occupation. Maybe the turn of the century did not produce free spirits who could soar to their capacities with self confidence and satisfaction. He lived a full life otherwise.

There is, down deep inside of me, Daddy, alive and well. A sort of compass or guide directs me, and it came into being with both care and memories of pain.

Truly, his coat was of many colors, but it never became faded or tattered. He knew what the pattern was to be, and he wove it as only he could.

God bless him—forever.

Charlotte—whose footsteps he knew and wanted to hear.

Francis DeSales Keck II

Remembrances of My Beloved Father, Charles 

My thoughts are varied and not in any particular order. I have been trying to make them in chronological order, but they don’t seem to flow that way. 

Charles was a complex man, a learned man, an emotional man, and to me a disciplinarian. He was a teacher, a motivator, a friend, a father and a husband. He enjoyed most aspects of life, participating with a high degree of skill and talent. 

He was terrific with his hands. He was skilled at model building, and in fact ran his own model airplane business in the late 20’s along with a club of probably twenty members. They used to participate in the Cleveland Air Races, and in conjunction with the races they would compete in the model airplane-flying contests held simultaneously.  They would always come home with many awards won flying rubber-powered models that would fly longer than anyone else’s.  His friendships developed during this era were lasting ones in that there are still friends who come to visit Edie nine years after Charles’s death, 60-some years after the demise of the group!

His model building continued on. When I was about 6 he bought me a train set that was to become the feature of the Model Railroader magazine some six or seven years later, and eventually the national champion of their annual contest. With the help of Charlotte and Margie I remember that the train set was a Christmas present that Santa brought me on the eve of the end of quarantine for scarlet fever, which happened to be midnight on the 24th of December, 1938. Santa had mounted the track in a figure eight, with some auxiliary sidings and switches, a switch engine and some freight cars, on a 4'x 81/4' plywood board made to fold in the middle, with casters on the edge so that it could be stored in the closet. I can remember helping him make this into three bigger boards with some 270' of track,  2 cities, factories, mountains, coal mines, water falls, power plants, and even a furniture factory and a working round house that stored some additional five or six engines.  This was all documented by photos and a story that Charles wrote to go with it, which I think added the frosting on the cake as far as the contest was concerned, because Charles made it sound so appealing!

Charles was the disciplinarian of our family. I was always just a bit scared of him, and he knew it. I can remember one time, I was probably 12 or so, and I had been left the duty of answering the phone while mother was at the grocery. Well, I apparently didn’t listen very well, because instead of staying by the phone, I went outside to play baseball in the lot behind the house with all the other kids. Soon, Charles came in Mom’s driveway, madder than hell because he had tried to no avail to call Mother to come pick him up at the store. Consequently, I was badly scolded and sent to bed without my dinner that night! Boy, was I ever taught a lesson! If I ever “talked back” to him, he had the fastest backhand in Champaign County. It didn’t take me very long to treat him with respect! 

When I was in junior high and learning to play golf, Charles would always offer me advice on all aspects of the game, which he had studied from books by Byron Nelson and Ben Hogan. It was about this time that he took me on the first of about four golf trips. Each spring we would head out for Hot Springs, Arkansas to be with each other and just “buddy around” together.  We had many fun times and got to know each other better. Both his knowledge of golf and his teaching it to me were a prime factor in my interest He often called me his “favorite niece”, and even though I was his only niece, I always enjoyed hearing it! He was more like my Dad than my Uncle, and he became my mentor and confidant when I moved to Champaign in 1962 after Mother died. Charles and Edie’s family became my family and I have loved each of you like brothers and sisters these many years. Thanks to Daddy K and Edie, I have been blessed to the utmost with the greatest family in the world.

As you may recall, it took a bit of coaxing from his family to urge Daddy K to relate the family history and the memories of his life, on cassette tapes. Once he started, he dictated eighteen tapes, which to me are priceless, considering that he began the project in his eighties. His amazing recall of details, names, places and memories has continued to astound me, as I transcribed the tapes.

When he was alive, I would type from the tapes onto an ancient portable typewriter (one I had used in high school), typing, then retyping after we would sit down together and he would correct my spelling of names or tell me about words or phrases I had not understood from the tapes. The first 100 or so pages of the manuscript were done in this fashion, typing a few pages and then working with him on each page. However, after he died in 1982, I found it extremely difficult to continue the project for a while. In the grief I felt at losing someone I loved so dearly, I couldn’t bring myself to listen to his voice on the tapes for quite some time.

Finally, after retiring from work in 1989, I decided to resume and finish the transcribing. It has been a wonderful and enjoyable “labor of love” to see the manuscript completed. Hearing his voice again on the tapes and marvelling at his memory and his talent for description and detail, has been a great comfort and inspiration to me.

Often while telling his story on the tapes, his emotions are so reflected in his voice, (as though he were reliving the event) that at times I would find myself in tears. I found it especially so when he recalled his courtship of Edie and their parting as he left for war. The affection and sentiment of their enduring love which would continue for over sixty years rang so poignantly throughout his story-telling, evidenced in the tapes by a deep sigh, a break in his voice, or a slight sob. He spoke of her with such tenderness that there can be little doubt in the mind of the listener, and, I hope in that of the reader, of how deeply in love they were.

I am greatly indebted to Daddy K for sharing his growing-up years and his World War I experiences with us. We can better understand and appreciate his fervent interest in everything; his knowledge, his love of fine music, his talent for painting, his passion for golf, and most of all, his love and loyalty for his family, his values and his pride in his children and his grandchildren and their achievements.

My childhood recollections are mostly summertime memories. We lived away from Champaign but always spent every summer at Mom and Pop Keck’s home on South Elm in Champaign. Summers were spent with cousins Margie, Charlotte and Frank, playing in their playhouse down in the terrace between the two houses, or planning a circus out under the apple tree in the empty lot beside the house. Often during the summer, we would be invited to go to Pontiac with Uncle Charles when he made his weekly trip to the furniture store there. That was always a treat for us, except that I was usually frightened when he drove too fast!

As a very young child, I can remember the family gatherings in the parlor at Mom and Pop’s home, when we would be sitting around the old upright piano. My mother, (Marjorie) would be playing piano, Uncle Charles on his violin and all of us singing all the old songs. Sometimes Uncle Charles’ cousin, Ed Hines, and his wife Irene, would drive down from Chicago to visit. Ed played the banjo and then we would really have a lively concert! We would all be there as a family, singing and laughing and enjoying “togetherness,” a part of my life I will always cherish.

It has been that togetherness of family which Daddy K and Edie have instilled in each of us through the years that no one can ever take away from us.

Rosanne Janice Koehler

He often called me his “favorite niece”, and even though I was his only niece, I always enjoyed hearing it! He was more like my Dad than my Uncle, and he became my mentor and confidant when I moved to Champaign in 1962 after Mother died. Charles and Edie’s family became my family and I have loved each of you like brothers and sisters these many years. Thanks to Daddy K and Edie, I have been blessed to the utmost with the greatest family in the world.

As you may recall, it took a bit of coaxing from his family to urge Daddy K to relate the family history and the memories of his life, on cassette tapes. Once he started, he dictated eighteen tapes, which to me are priceless, considering that he began the project in his eighties. His amazing recall of details, names, places and memories has continued to astound me, as I transcribed the tapes.

When he was alive, I would type from the tapes onto an ancient portable typewriter (one I had used in high school), typing, then retyping after we would sit down together and he would correct my spelling of names or tell me about words or phrases I had not understood from the tapes. The first 100 or so pages of the manuscript were done in this fashion, typing a few pages and then working with him on each page. However, after he died in 1982, I found it extremely difficult to continue the project for a while. In the grief I felt at losing someone I loved so dearly, I couldn’t bring myself to listen to his voice on the tapes for quite some time.

Finally, after retiring from work in 1989, I decided to resume and finish the transcribing. It has been a wonderful and enjoyable “labor of love” to see the manuscript completed. Hearing his voice again on the tapes and marvelling at his memory and his talent for description and detail, has been a great comfort and inspiration to me.

Often while telling his story on the tapes, his emotions are so reflected in his voice, (as though he were reliving the event) that at times I would find myself in tears. I found it especially so when he recalled his courtship of Edie and their parting as he left for war. The affection and sentiment of their enduring love which would continue for over sixty years rang so poignantly throughout his story-telling, evidenced in the tapes by a deep sigh, a break in his voice, or a slight sob. He spoke of her with such tenderness that there can be little doubt in the mind of the listener, and, I hope in that of the reader, of how deeply in love they were.

I am greatly indebted to Daddy K for sharing his growing-up years and his World War I experiences with us. We can better understand and appreciate his fervent interest in everything; his knowledge, his love of fine music, his talent for painting, his passion for golf, and most of all, his love and loyalty for his family, his values and his pride in his children and his grandchildren and their achievements.

My childhood recollections are mostly summertime memories. We lived away from Champaign but always spent every summer at Mom and Pop Keck’s home on South Elm in Champaign. Summers were spent with cousins Margie, Charlotte and Frank, playing in their playhouse down in the terrace between the two houses, or planning a circus out under the apple tree in the empty lot beside the house. Often during the summer, we would be invited to go to Pontiac with Uncle Charles when he made his weekly trip to the furniture store there. That was always a treat for us, except that I was usually frightened when he drove too fast!

As a very young child, I can remember the family gatherings in the parlor at Mom and Pop’s home, when we would be sitting around the old upright piano. My mother, (Marjorie) would be playing piano, Uncle Charles on his violin and all of us singing all the old songs. Sometimes Uncle Charles’ cousin, Ed Hines, and his wife Irene, would drive down from Chicago to visit. Ed played the banjo and then we would really have a lively concert! We would all be there as a family, singing and laughing and enjoying “togetherness,” a part of my life I will always cherish.
Douglas Charles Davis

My earliest memory of Daddy K was when he brought me my first bicycle...a Western Flyer...metallic red with a chrome tank and fenders. It seemed like it took forever for him to go to the Pontiac furniture store and bring it back with him. The excitement generated by my grandfather giving me my first bike remains vividly implanted in my memory forever.

His interest in a good solid work ethic contributed much to my philosophies of life. You did not know what hard labor was until you contracted with him at $4.00 an hour to mow the lawn. This eventually led to painting the house, cleaning out the basement and wonderful “Rube Goldberg” experiments on the workbench. There was no break time or sloughing off on the job either.

Charles was without a doubt the wisest man I’ve ever known. When I look back, there was not one sentence ever directed to me that was not thoroughly designed as a guiding light to help me through life. He was truly Socrates to me. He helped raise me and truly was the patriarch of our family. I miss him yet I know he is watching over us everyday.

Bruce Lambert Davis

My earliest recollection of Daddy K is being six or so years old and winning the “high point trophy” for my swim team age group for that summer. Daddy K made me feel twenty feet tall for my achievement. He even sprayed my trophy with some sort of lacquer to protect the finish.

Before leaving that day though, he made it clear that while winning is marvelous, and the celebration is even more fun, I must not dwell on the victory, but work on the next event starting the next day.

Of Daddy K’s many interests, one in particular did not inspire my interest until much later in life. Those involved will remember that monstrosity of a machine made of lead pipe and an upside down salad bowl. Sections of the lead pipe were adjustable. All of the piping was mounted on a piece of plywood. On the plywood was an old sample of “outdoor” carpeting from the store.

The purpose of the contraption was to teach the user/victim to keep his/her head down while making a golf shot. Included during your practice swing was a compliment of verbal commands meant to keep your body contorted sufficiently to avoid a poor shot, thus mentally gratifying you for your accuracy, as you limp down the course.

It is only now, as I entertain clients and suppliers on the golf course that I wish I had paid more attention.

Perhaps the most valuable lesson I ever learned from Daddy K was learned at the warehouse on Randolph Street. The warehouse kept flooding, causing damage on the lower level. I was hired to help build shelving that would help get everything off of the floor. It took a couple of weeks to build it all. Daddy K had a list of all supplies needed, with estimates of cost, including labor. He stuck to the schedule, arranged for supplies to arrive just when we needed them, and kept track of the labor hours involved.  One day I was a couple of minutes late coming back from lunch. That mistake was reflected in my paycheck.

To this day, that lesson of planning, and executing a project in a timely, and efficient manner, is one that I try to use in my own business.

I miss the old guy!

Grandfather, Teacher and Friend.
William Leo Johnson

My memories of Daddy K are numerous and vivid.  As with Leo, Charles was a strong influence in my childhood and later years.  He had a special gift for knowing instinctively how to become involved in certain situations, whether it was giving advice or a friendly discussion on topics of mutual interest.

His knowledge and common sense approach to all issues helped me to gain insight into what really mattered and was of value in life.  He was a teacher.

His companionship and interest in my personal endeavors was always a spirited and friendly involvement.  He gave me motivation and encouragement whether it was in the field of competition or study.  He was a friend.

His concern and love for all of us is what I cherish most.  He was a special man, with special gifts.  He was a scholar, artist, sportsman and gentleman.

And above all... a grandfather.

Ann Page Johnson Parkhill

Over the course of my lifetime I have accumulated a small trove of personal treasures. Each has its unique sentimentality, its own tender memory, or its own reminder of a time or person that was very special. One of my most beloved treasures is an audio cassette tape given to John and me as a wedding gift from Daddy K. Its contents are both priceless and heartfelt as it is a documentary of our wedding reception on March 31, 1979.

By capturing the candid comments and warm greetings of friends and family on tape, Daddy K gave us a permanent record of those who shared “our day” with us. Of the more than sixty individuals contributing their thoughts to the audio, more than a quarter of them are now dead. Hence, not only is this tape a record of their comments, but a continuing reminder of their spirit and heart. 

The second portion of this special tape is a homily given by Daddy K. Recorded just after returning home from the wedding reception, Daddy K speaks from the dining room of his home as he sits hand in hand with Edie. Its contents are simple, practical, and full of paternal concern. In it, Daddy K implores us both to take our feet out of our existing family circles and to plant them firmly in a marital circle created exclusively by our union. He tells us to stay in our own circle with all four feet and to maintain that circle no matter what transpires in our life together. He warns us not to straddle any circles by trying to put one foot back into our family circle. As he says,  “It just doesn’t work.” He encourages us to be independent, to always depend on our collective judgement, and never to allow any outsider to weaken our union or violate our circle. He tells us to beware of advice given by others, no matter how lovingly given. To add emphasis, he notes that he and Edie have lived by this philosophy for 56 years. It is then that he and Edie add their benediction in closing. 

As I have said, this special tape serves as a continuing reminder of the spirit of the occasion and of those who shared it with us. It is also a reminder of my grandfather who loved me in a special and unique way—and who, for all of his humanness, was filled with God’s love and graciously shared it with me.

Submitted in the memory of his love,

Page

David Lindsay Johnson

This is a letter that I received from Daddy K on April 8, 1972.  It was written for my thirteenth birthday as I was about to enter my teens.  I've reread this letter many times over the past 20 years.  I try to live by it.
Hi Champ — if you aren't yet you will be, in something.

Congratulations on reaching another milestone – entering your teens!  A difficult time for some boys, but not for those who don't hide anything from Dad and Mother.  

Remember they are your best, most solid friends.  Don't try to work things out alone, or take advice from some guy who isn't much older, and probably doesn't know any more than you do.  Your big brother probably went through the same experiences.  Make a buddy of him.  

He won't let you down!  But don't keep anything you consider serious from Dad.  And don't be foolish enough to think he is too busy to be interested.  Believe me, David, you are blessed with a fine Dad and Mother, two of the very best.  Make them always proud of you by giving your best, in school, in church, in your friends and activities.  If you flop at something, admit it, grin and get up off the floor and go at it still harder.  They understand and will always be pulling for you.

This is unasked for advice, David, but a very difficult age is just ahead of you.  I don't mean to scare you but to impress you with the importance of the teens.  They fly by so fast, and they actually will be probably one of the happiest periods in your whole life.  They are the years of adventure, new experiences, new sensations, disappointments that, for the moment seem tragic, triumphs that make you think you can conquer the world!  Your first dates, your best girl, great victories by the school teams, the clubs you belong to in school, your best buddies, friendships you will form that live all your life, teachers that will make a profound impression on the way you think.

But beneath it all, to keep things straight, remember Mother and Dad.  Let them know in quiet, private, little chats what you are thinking, what bugs you and why, and when you get along a couple more years, and you have a girl problem or maybe "two girls at once, problem", ask Page.  She's a girl, you know, and might just tell you how to get smart and figure it out for yourself.  Don't ever think you know so much that your family, who are your best buddies, can't give you the right angle on things.  Listen for what they say — but make up your own mind.  The thing is, get enough dope on the situation so that you don't do something dumb because you act without knowing enough beforehand.  Like a snap-hoop in golf — Trouble!

Congrats again!  We love you so much, and wish you every good wish.

Lovingly,

Daddy K

Kimberly Keck Weinstein

I remember when I was eight or nine and I wanted to play the guitar. As my hands were still tiny, my teacher recommended the baritone ukelele. At that point I learned that Daddy K played the “uke” and we would get together in his den and play Froggie Went a-Courtin’ and have the best time being silly together. He could put on quite a show when he was in the mood.

Every year in Biloxi we enjoyed Easter dinner in the “fancy” dining room at the Broadwater Beach Hotel where we stayed. After dinner (and a few snaps) everyone would take advantage of the dance floor, and Daddy K was a real mover and shaker. He pursed his lips together and held your hand and did a mean rendition of the “twist.” I was only about six, but it was great fun.

As a college student I was not aware of much else about my grandfather other than his painting, ukulele playing and his life before his retirement in the furniture business with my Dad. I was surprised and thrilled when, after deciding to take flying lessons (a totally original idea, or so I thought) I learned of his past interest in aviation! It was satisfying to learn that my two loves (art and aviation) connected me to this previously unknown inheritance.

Every Sunday as we were growing up, all of the cousins congregated at Edie and Daddy K’s house. It was one of my fondest memories and, I feel, one of the most fortunate circumstances of my childhood to have all of the family grow up together in the same town and to see each other so often. Together with the close relationship we enjoyed with Jeece and Gramps, we Keck children benefited from a very stable and warm family environment, which I know has contributed to my emotional well-being and dedication to family. It gives me great pride to talk to others about my ninety-five year old grandmother who is so “with-it” and fun, and about my work on this project, which has given me such a sense of deep and intimate connection with our family foundation and of contribution towards the next generation’s sharing in this tradition.  As I really only knew this man as a grandfather fighting the effects of age, my discovery of his many passions and eloquent feelings, especially through the letters he wrote to his beloved sweetheart, have given me a true sense of adventure, excitement, and appreciation which I could never have realized without this last bequest to his heirs.

Frank D. Keck III
Some of my first and fondest memories of Daddy K are of the times that I would go over to his and Edie’s to spend some time, just the three of us, and I would start playing with the model airplanes. Daddy K would come in and explain to me what each plane was, when it was made and precisely what purpose it served in its existence. He would go off on some story of how he and my dad built models when dad was a kid, and he would just glow with enthusiasm as he told the story. He really loved his son and his hobbies.

It was always fun to go over to their house on Sundays after church because we got to see all of the cousins. I never knew until later how lucky we were growing up to have our family so close and together.

Whenever we would get there, Daddy K was in his robe, sitting at the breakfast table, drinking coffee and finishing his morning toast. He would be reading the News Gazette and I always looked forward to learning a new word, or a new use for one. He definitely was colorful.

I remember riding in his ’67 white GTO down Gulf Shore Boulevard in Biloxi and having him explain the amount of horsepower under the hood, and then having him show me! What a blast! and Boy, would that sucker go...fast!

Then there were the times we would go out to dinner in Biloxi, and we would all get dressed up, and after dinner, he would dance with all the granddaughters, especially “Susie” (Lucy) and he would sing while the band played some particular songs.

Probably my fondest memories, or at least right up at the top, are the nights that I would go over to Edie and Daddy K’s house on Thursday nights after boy scouts. Daddy K and Edie would have a drink, and would help me fix myself a Diet-Rite Cola. We would always check to see if we won any money under the bottle cap. Several times, Edie and I won a dime. Pretty exciting stuff!

Daddy K was always interested in what I was doing. He helped me to get my Aviation Merit Badge when I was about 12. He not only helped me by carving a wing and stuff out of balsa, but he also arranged for a ride in a small plane with Lloyd Worden.  Lloyd and I sat in front and Daddy K was in back. It was truly an experience to always remember, and one, which my sister and brother would copy later. (I did get the merit badge.)

When he found out I was going to England on a Rotary Exchange, he had me come over so that he could give me some prudent advice for a young man on his first venture overseas. I think it was probably good advice; I definitely followed it!  This was so amazing to hear my grandfather make such a direct statement—but Daddy K always called it like it was! 
Thomas Porter Keck
I sit down to write this with a very real apprehension of the size of the task at hand. That is certainly why it has taken me so long to write it, and even now I only do it because the fear of having written nothing outweighs the fear of writing something which will necessarily pale in comparison to its subject. I won’t flirt with the impossible by trying to reduce Daddy K and what he meant to me into a couple of poorly written pages. The idea is definitely tempting; we all want to make everyone understand what a fantastic man was this our grandfather, father, uncle, husband; to somehow re-create him through his words and ours. Such is the magnitude of our loss that years later our hearts leap up at the possibility of recapturing in any measure him who was so influential to all of us. Unfortunately that is not possible, so this is not a re-creation of but a tribute to Charles Keck. No tribute could be greater, however, than for his family to carry on in their own lives the hopes and ideals which he epitomized in his own, all the while pursuing successes and accomplishments of which he would be unspeakably proud. As I think of all those he left behind I know that this ongoing tribute is one of which he can be very proud.

What is it I’m trying to say in my English major sort of way? Perhaps that a written elegy to Daddy K is superfluous, because his family is a living testament more eloquent than anything I could say. I like to think that some of the things that I have done with my life make him proud; and I cringe from time to time when I think about how disappointed he would be with some of the decisions I have made in my life. (A rather provocative statement, I must admit, but I won’t go into further detail. My mother’s son has more sense than to parade his blunders, petty as they may be, through a publication of any sort.)

I think that one of the legacies which I inherited from Daddy K is an intense curiosity. Daddy K always wanted the details, he wanted to know how things worked. I know that he would want to know all about the inner workings of my airplanes, or how the carrier works, both the physical plant and the administration of a floating city. He would be pleased if he saw how somebody solved a problem in a clever way, or perhaps suggest a better plan if they had attacked it clumsily. It was his nature to ask questions, to draw knowledge out of you, which you didn’t even realize you had.

Sometimes I wish I had his ability to know people. In the military it is easy to be impressed by someone who has rank and nothing else. Daddy K would spot such a person from a mile away. 

There is a flare about Daddy K’s life, which is distinctively his. That is something I admire. When I was growing up I was convinced that my father was the smartest man in the world, except for my grandfathers. While my estimation of my father’s worldly acumen may have been a trifle inflated, the years gone by have proven that he is a good deal smarter than I have sometimes given him credit for. Should my kid ever have the misfortune to be mistaken about my intelligence, he will be completely justified in acknowledging my father’s superiority in that field. I thank Daddy K and Edie for providing the structure on which this remarkable family is built. It gives me inestimable pride when I am seen about town and somebody remarks, “now you must be a Keck!” There is admiration in their voices for the accomplishments of our family, and a recognition of that distinctive flare which is the stamp of Edie and Daddy K. It is a legacy of which I am mindful. I have realized that I have the confidence to do much of what I do because of the love and support I have enjoyed from Edie and Daddy K, Gramps and Jeece, and my folks. One need not look very far to find examples of people who lack that bedrock stability which we all (especially I) take for granted. I see so many people who thirst for stability, some unchanging thing in their lives. Some of them never find it. I tend not to worry about that, because I know that I can count on my family to stand behind me. That is something for which I thank God every day, and which, should the opportunity ever arise (read: it won’t be anytime soon) I plan to honor with the sincerest form of flattery. 
I find myself now wanting to write more, to continue with this written tribute in a vain attempt to do justice to a great man who has influenced me greatly. Instead I think that I shall end here my written tribute to Daddy K, and continue with the tribute which speaks louder than words.

Lucy Kathryn Keck

My memory was not inherited from my Grandfather. His storytelling gift passed me by as well. I think I got his eyes, though. This is not too bad a trade-off, as I see it. 

As a gangly pre-teen with braces, glasses, and a perm, having a particularly hard time during those difficult years, I was plucked down by Daddy K in his den cum-atelier, and my portrait was painted. I was aghast, flattered, important. Even if it was because of his failing eyesight that he perceived some faint glimmer hidden in my pathetic form in our time together that year as artist and subject, as grandfather and granddaughter, he convinced me that I held promise of success. It wasn’t that he captured my masked beauty, or stunning character. In fact, by the last sitting, he was painting more from memory than from looking at either me or the canvas. This pride in myself will last because it is not based on the product of paint applied to canvas; it took firm root when my dear grumbling funny grandfather made me the subject of his efforts.

He had a huge appreciation of things well-done; that he considered me well-done is one of my keystones. Unfortunately, as I mentioned, details are clearly not my strong suit. Luckily, his memory is indelible in my character.
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