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      For my Family…

      In the end that’s all that matters.
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      I am not writing this book as an exercise in vanity. I write it with the hope that my children and grandchildren and perhaps great grandchildren whom I may never meet will find it interesting and educational, and perhaps maybe even find some suggestions on what is valuable in life. Maybe this is a window to the past which will bring back memories or put a smile on your face. Obviously, not all childhoods were the same. I am one of the lucky ones to have had a great time growing up in my small town and, like most things remembered, time has a way of making them seem better. Times have certainly changed and America is struggling to keep its identity and stature in the world. Regardless of your political persuasion, most people want what is best for the country and its citizens. Sadly, today at the time of this writing, the country is deeply divided on how to accomplish the goals and what is our place in the world.

      I was born in Wesson Women’s Hospital in Springfield, Massachusetts on December 13th, 1945. WWII had just ended, and my parents were married on a very cold and snowy January 7, 1945. Clearly, they didn’t waste any time producing this author and making me part of the baby boomer generation. Looking at the photos of the wedding day, it’s amazing that with all the snow, they could go anywhere, but they did. After the wedding, they drove up to Albany to spend their honeymoon in the dead of winter. They must have wanted to be together pretty bad. Dad was still in the Marine Corps and expected to return to a base for discharge after fighting in the South Pacific for almost four years.

      Throughout this book, I will share with you my exploits, as well as what was happening in the world, from what I can recall. I want to share how life was so full of good things, at least through the eyes of this youngster of the time. It was a gentler time and people were kinder, at least in the small hill town, which I was a part of from age three to seventeen and even beyond. The majority of this book covers the childhood I experienced and ends at the time when I left home to join the United States Marine Corps.

      I hope that through the telling of that time the reader will either recognize the similarities in their life or if younger will come to understand what life was and should be like, even with all the changes in the world.

      I like to believe that I was a typical youngster of the times, at least from my portion of small town America, but I do know that not all or even most kids my age enjoyed the safety and love of the home I was so fortunate to have. We were not poor, but we were not even considered middle class. I didn’t know it at the time because I had everything I needed, and I didn’t really care that other kids might have had more.

      The last chapters are musings from adulthood and lessons I hope I learned from and some experiences that served me well later in life. Perhaps there is something the reader can relate to or learn from at the very least.

      If you are a baby boomer, I hope this book helps you recall the wonderful moments in your young life. And for others, I hope you gain an understanding of what this generation grew up with and how lucky we were. It is also very clear that I was blessed to have a great home life and be part of a small charitable community. I am acutely aware that even back in the good old days, there were many youngsters in many places in the country that did not have the opportunities that I was fortunate to enjoy.

      Looking back, it is very easy to see how lucky the young people of our little corner of the world were, to live and play and grow and for some to eventually leave for other places in this big wide world.
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      Of course, my memory doesn’t go back to when I was born, but through photos and conversations with my parents, I learned we first lived in Westfield, Massachusetts, in an apartment that was way too small according to Mom, but it was cheap. My father had just returned from the war and discharged from the Marines. My dad got his old job back at the paper mill, which apparently was not much of a job, but at those times, I didn’t eat much, anyway. I will attempt to put this chronologically, but my memory about specific times and years is not too accurate. The high points and overall memories should be accurate and telling of the times as best as I can recall them.

      

      Welcome to Blandford

      By the time I was four, we had moved to Blandford, a small hill town at the base of the Berkshires in Western Massachusetts. Westfield was the closest city to our new location, about a thirty-five-minute ride down the mountain.

      The farm we moved to was not only out in the country but was also on top of a mountain and how little did I know what the impact to my world would be. I remember this place like it was yesterday, which should tell you what an impact it had on my life. It was an old farm, and the farmhouse had the main portion but also had a second apartment like residence attached. The old man and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Kinsman, owned the farm and were our landlords. He was a crusty old rotund codger and kept to himself, mostly. When he smiled, he could look like Santa Claus. I can’t recall ever seeing him smile unless his favorite team, the New York Yankees, won their game, which he never missed listening to on his radio. I was allowed to sit on the porch outside his window in the summer and listen to the games through his screen door. Sitting on the porch was not only to listen to the radio but also it was a chance to enjoy the hot summer days in the shade and examine the bugs and insects that were in abundance. I never got invited inside, which was okay. From what I recall, I wasn’t particularly offended since he smoked a pipe every day and I wasn’t all that fond of the strong tobacco smoke smell.

      Our next-door apartment was made up of two bedrooms, a living room, a dining room and an eat-in kitchen. My mother cooked all our meals on the wood stove in the kitchen/eating area and front door area, which was also served as the primary heat source. In the living room, near the console radio, we had a pot-belly coal-fired stove which my dad would fire up for the freezing cold winter evenings.

      The bedrooms were upstairs without a heat source except for the warm air from the kitchen below that traveled up the stairway. On cold winter nights, my mother would put a large soapstone in the kitchen oven to heat and when it was warm, she would take it upstairs and put it in my bed to warm it up for my chilled little body.

      

      Early School Days

      When I began attending school, we were still living in that old drafty farmhouse up on the hill, and my mother—always the first one up—would start a fire in the kitchen stove before hollering up the stairs for me to come down. On snowy mornings, which seemed to be nearly every morning, the old windows upstairs would sometimes have little snowdrifts piling up on the inside sills. That should give you an idea of just how drafty that old place was. Rent was only $15 a month, which was ideal since Dad wasn’t making much money working for the town of Russell, but we were warm and fed and safe.

      The school occupied a sturdy brick building constructed in 1922. No idea how I remember that date, but I do. The school had two floors. One room downstairs housed the first and second-grade classes, while third and fourth grade were upstairs. I remember those first two years as pretty good ones. When I got to third grade, though, things changed. My teacher—who I remember clearly but won’t name—wasn’t the kindest soul. I’ll never forget the time she slapped me. I can’t even recall what I did to deserve it, but I went home and told my mother, and that was the end of that. She got in the car, drove straight to the school, and caught that teacher just as she was leaving for the day. My mom asked her why she thought she could hit her son. The answer didn’t satisfy her. She warned the teacher if she ever laid a hand on me again, she’d find out what that felt like for herself. I never had another problem in that class. My mom was my hero.

      Because my birthday was in December, I was technically too young to start school at five. My mother didn’t let that stop her. She took me all the way to Boston to take the exam to be allowed to enter school early. I passed. Though I sometimes wonder if that was such a good idea.

      Still, in those early years, I had pretty good grades. Mom saved every report card. I was always younger and smaller than the other kids, but back then, that didn’t matter much.

      Our classes were small—by eighth grade there were only fourteen of us graduating. Small classes made learning easier, but it also meant you couldn’t get away with much. Every teacher knew your name, and every parent knew what kind of day you’d had before you even got home. We learned to sit still, pay attention, and speak respectfully. Spelling was one of my better subjects. We learned phonetically. Sounding things out and figuring out how they fit together. Reading, writing, arithmetic—that’s what they drilled into us. We also got a little music and some social guidance, the kind of lessons you didn’t realize were valuable until much later.

      Looking back, I see how lucky I was to grow up with that kind of structure. It wasn’t fancy, but it gave me the foundation I’d need for the rest of my life. And even now, I can still hear Bob Steele’s voice on the radio, reading off school closures while I sat bundled in front of the stove, hoping to hear the magic words: “Blandford—closed.”

      My mother, with her big voice, would yell for me to get up. The smells winding there way up the stairs made it easy for me to want to get up. Dad loved his bacon and eggs and the smell of the warm fire in the stove and the bacon frying and sizzling had me wide awake in short order and I would beat feet down the stairs and sit quickly in a chair right in front of the stove to eat my morning oatmeal. Now, whenever it snowed, there was always a chance school would be closed for the day, so we intently listened to WTIC radio and Mr. Bob Steele, the program’s host, every morning. He would read off the list of school closures for the day for his Hartford area and also for the greater Springfield area, which included Westfield and Blandford.

      

      Snow Day Rituals

      If there wasn’t a closing for us, I had to get into a snowsuit reminiscent of the Pillsbury Doughboy and trudge through the snow down the long driveway to catch my school bus at the bottom of the hill. In the winter mornings the chill in the air would likely give anyone a runny nose and for me that was something I really didn’t like. Now I don’t recall as a first grader carrying a handkerchief and it was necessary to wipe my nose somehow so I chose to use the cuff on the sleeve of my winter wool coat. That was not a habit that Mom approved of so in her very practical mind she invented a way to discourage this specific behaviour. She pinned several safety pins to my sleeve cuffs and if I chose to rub my nose when necessary I was reminded not to do that when the pain from the pins gave me a reminder that it was not appropriate.

      I was always younger than my classmates, which I noticed more as I got older. But in those early years, school came easily, and I took pride in my good grades—especially since Mom saved every report card. In the later years, that would change a bit, one might say.

      

      Keeping Entertained

      My only entertainment in these days was the radio and the radio programs such as Dick Tracy, The Lone Ranger, The Shadow, Amos and Andy, and then music shows of the big bands and really talented singers. Some of my favourite shows were on Friday night which also was the night we went to the city for groceries. My parents would always let me finish listening to one of my programs before we got in the car to leave. As an adult I am not sure I would have had the patience for that but they sure did.

      My father was a trumpet player, and he loved the big band music. He fostered my appreciation and love of this unique genre by educating me as to who was who and what they contributed to the genre. Another example of Dad taking the time to teach and help me appreciate good stuff.

      Heating the house and cooking with wood fire required a lot of wood cutting and splitting. Dad would buy slabs from the lumber mill and would spend hours cutting and splitting the cutoffs for kindling to start the fire in the kitchen stove. I would be around him and trying to help, but just a tad young to be of any worthwhile help. It was an opportunity to be outdoors with Dad and there is one photograph of us on the woodpile. One of my chores was to be sure that Mom had enough kindling in the house for the morning fire. Ad I got older I could carry more and was able to make less trips to the woodshed to fill the kindling box on the kitchen. Fortunately that was the only time I was in the woodshed. I was never spanked because my Dad was 6’ 2 and mom was 6’ so their size alone was enough to get me to behave if I thought of doing something I shouldn’t.
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