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Preface


To the reader: if you are a baseball or football fan who loves the foundation of those sports—statistics—this may not be a book for you. But if the golden memories of the past are still alive in you, this book may help you understand the personalities of those who performed on the playing field.

The stories about the author you read at your own risk.

C.T.



Chapter 1

Destiny, Fate, or Good Fortune?


The travel time between my adopted hometown of Reading, Pennsylvania, and Cooperstown, New York, is less than a day on the highway.

But it took me 54 years to reach the National Baseball Hall of Fame, and then only with the help of a lot of good friends—the men and women who taught me my profession, my peers in the broadcast booths, and, most of all, that vast audience who encouraged, supported, and listened to me through all those years.

As a high school graduate in 1939, I entered the workaday world at a most inopportune time—in the midst of a lingering depression and on the eve of World War II.

My future was uncertain, at best, but I compounded the already foggy outlook because I had no special training and absolutely no idea of what kind of job I would seek.

My dad was in the insurance business, a power plant specialist, so he may have tried to lead me in that direction. He also had been a policeman, and, as a deputy sheriff, was still escorting prisoners until age 84. Police work, therefore, was another possibility. Meanwhile, as I was pondering my future, I was marking time as a dance band vocalist, singing popular ballads of the day like “Deep Purple,” “Who?,” and “Marie.”

In my senior year at Reading High School, I took a college preparatory course that was heavy on English. Near the end of the year, the teacher asked everyone how he or she intended to apply what was learned in the course.

Student after student stood up and said things like, “I think I’m going to college at Bucknell,” or “I’m going to Albright in the fall.”

The survey was done alphabetically, so I was one of the last called.

“I really don’t have any idea,” was my frank response, one that clearly was not expected by Miss Runyeon and obviously caused her some consternation. “I haven’t given it any thought.”

“Then, why in the world did you take the course?” she inquired.

“Because all my friends did.”

“Well, Mr. Thompson,” she said kind of whimsically while measuring her words for emphasis, “I hope that in the coming years, we won’t find you leaning on a shovel somewhere.” The class erupted with laughter.

The following fall, Miss Runyeon came to the studio of radio station WEEU with her drama club, to present a skit. And, who do think was the announcer who put the show on the air and took it off? You guessed it, none other than yours truly, indecisive Chuck.

Miss Runyeon walked into the studio with the students, saw me, gave a curt little nod, and started walking around the room as she studied each of the four corners with more than cursory attention.

At the conclusion of her mini-tour, she finally spoke her first words: “Mr. Thompson, I can’t seem to find a shovel anywhere.”

We both laughed and hugged one another, and Miss Runyeon was tickled to death for me. I don’t think I ever saw her again, but she and my other teachers had a great influence on me.

My sudden landing of a job certainly wasn’t the result of anything I meticulously planned. Rather, it was the result of a simple dare from Jean Guilden, a neighbor from around the corner on Perkiomen Avenue who lived next door to Paul Breedy, the program director at radio station WRAW.

Jean approached me on a night when I was singing for Joe Lombardo’s band, which had been around about six years before I joined it. Jean and I had known each other for sometime and, apparently taken by my voice, she suggested I give some thought to getting into radio. I told her I didn’t think too much of that idea.

But Jean said the station was looking for someone, and suggested that I was actually afraid to audition. Now, that was a challenge, and shed a new light on the discussion. One word led to another and finally Jean said, “If I set up the audition, will you go?”

“You’re darn right!”

At the station, the program director asked me to read some commercial copy for Moki Cough Syrup. Off that one-minute audition, an inexperienced 18-year-old was hired: No. 1, because I convinced Breedy I could read; No.2, because I had an apparently pleasant voice; and No.3, because they were not required to pay me a lot of money—$14.20 a week, to be exact.

That’s the way I started a career that eventually led to my induction into the Broadcasters’ Wing at the National Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York, some 54 years later.

I’ve often thought, if Jean had not attended the dance that night and dared me, would I have wound up as a radio announcer? There’s room for doubt.

But that was only the first of a series of accidental events of fate that led me first into radio and later, inexorably, into play-by-play broadcasting.

The second occurred in 1941 when-Rose Heffner, a former high school classmate, and I decided to get married on November 15th, my only Saturday off during the football season.

But our plans were upset when about a week before the scheduled wedding, the folks at WEEU called and asked if I could fill in for announcer Dave Brandt, who was feeling ill and wouldn’t be able to cover the Franklin and Marshall game on the 15th.

Rose and I felt, and our parents agreed, that we needed every dollar for our marriage. So we agreed that I should work for the extra pay and postpone the wedding until after the football season. But on the Thursday before the game, WEEU called back and said Brandt had recovered and I wouldn’t be needed.

So the on-again, off-again ceremony was on again for November 15th. Three weeks and one day later, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor plunged the U.S. into World War II—but now, as a married man, I was classified 3 A instead of 1 A.

Once again, that indescribable thing called fate had intervened. If Brandt had not recovered, I would have been single on Pearl Harbor Day (December 7th) and most certainly would have been called up long before my actual 1943 induction. Who’s to say what would have happened if that had been the scenario?

Another such event occurred in 1946, after I returned from combat duty in Europe and had resumed my career at WIBG in Philadelphia.

Late in the baseball season, I was sent to Shibe Park on Radio Appreciation Day to describe a ceremony between games of a doubleheader which honored broadcasters Byrum Saam and Claude Haring.

In those days, the ballpark elevator was hand-operated and required a key to be put into motion. But when Saam and Haring were ready to come back upstairs, the operator was nowhere to be found.

By the time I finished my scheduled bit, Whitey Lockman of the New York Giants was about to step into the batter’s box to start the second game, and, with Saam and Haring still absent, I tried to describe the game—without a scorecard, lineup, or anything.

When the regular broadcasters got back to the booth it was the bottom of the first inning. Accompanying them was Les Quailey of the N.W. Ayer Advertising Agency, long one of my most ardent supporters, who suggested they work with me for a while.

With the broadcast veterans on either side of me, I was allowed to continue at the microphone for two innings. I loved it, and it was good for my confidence to be doing play-by-play on a 26-station network.

This impromptu audition led to me being added to the broadcast team in 1947 for the Phillies and A’s home games. I’ve wondered many times over the years, what would have happened had the elevator man been on hand to bring Saam and Haring back on time. Would I have wound up in play-by-play? Would I have wound up in baseball?

Now let’s fastforward (a word that didn’t achieve popular usage until late in my career) to 1948, and the final episode in the quartet of events which helped shape my career and life.

That year I was sent to Baltimore to do color commentary for the Navy-Missouri football game on the Mutual Radio Network. Connie Desmond was to do the play-by-play.

The site for the Saturday game was then called Municipal Stadium. It had wooden seats and a sunken playing field, but what I remember most were those rats as big as cats that I saw running around when I visited the day before. Memorial Stadium was built on the site a few years later and it became my home-away-from-home for the next 40-plus years.

I expected to meet Desmond at a dinner Friday night, but he didn’t show, and he was still among the missing on Saturday morning at the stadium.

Connie finally showed up about 20 minutes before airtime, did a little preparatory work, left again briefly and then came back just before the kickoff.

I did my opening, some seven or eight minutes of setting the scene for the intersectional rivalry, talking about the teams and the kind of offenses they ran, that kind of stuff, and turned the microphone over to Connie.

Was I in for a surprise! Connie thanked me, made some remarks, and then said, “Now for the play-by-play, here’s Chuck Thompson.” With that, he put on his hat and coat, and walked out of the booth—leaving me kind of unprepared, to say the least. Frankly, I was almost totally lost, without lineups, numerical charts or spotters’ boards—and talking to listeners on more than 200 stations across the country.

Somehow, I staggered through it with the help of Les Quailey, who once had been a spotter and an assistant statistician for a guy whose name you may recall—Ted Husing, one of the all-time greats in sports broadcasting. In those days, Husing was to radio what Vin Scully is today, a gifted wordsmith and play-by-play announcer.

We found out later that Connie was a very sick man. He had gone from the stadium directly to the railroad station and boarded a train for New York. On reaching the Big Apple, he was whisked from the train on a stretcher and taken straight to a hospital. He was confined for quite some time before he was able to return to work.

But Connie’s misfortune provided a dramatic boost to my budding career. My appearance had been setup by the Gunther Brewing Co. and the Ruthrauff and Ryan Advertising Agency as an on-air audition while they sought to replace Baltimore legend Bill Dyer as the broadcaster for International League Orioles games.

The N.W. Ayer Agency had the baseball rights in Baltimore and, once again, Les Quailey was back in the picture. He recommended me for the job.

But if I hadn’t replaced Desmond on the Mutual Radio Network, I might not have come to Baltimore, where it was my good fortune to be the right guy at the right place and time as the Colts and Orioles moved to the top of their respective sports.

Those strange twists that helped shape my career made me wonder whether destiny, or something, took a hand in leading me along the path that led to Cooperstown. Maybe this is what God intended for me to do. Call it destiny, fate, or good fortune, it certainly had as much to do with my career as any natural ability I might have had.

It didn’t hurt a bit that God gave me a pretty good voice, but learning how to use it was another matter. I used to tell my father I looked as though I had “been put together with spare parts” and he always answered, “How about the pipes, kid!” Yes, the voice always had been there, even if at first I didn’t know what to do with it.

Looking back, I just have to think I was a very lucky guy. I fell into something I could do without any previous training and then was befriended by a mix of people who saw something in me that could be honed with a little bit of encouragement and direction.

The two fellows who really worked on me were Les Quailey and Doug Arthur, the program director of radio station WIBG in Philadelphia. The two of them taught me and established me in play-by-play, the basic fundamentals that kept me employed for all these years. I’m forever grateful to those two gentlemen.

Arthur used to talk with me every year about my future. In 1948, he said I had gone about as far as I was going to go in Philadelphia unless Saam moved to another city. Late in the year, I was doing Ivy League football when I was sent to Baltimore for that Navy-Missouri game.

I’m sure the decision to hire me to do International League baseball in Baltimore was partially, if not completely, due to what they heard on that on-air audition.

I don’t know what I would have done, if not broadcasting. Once I started, I didn’t want to do anything else, and play-by-play got me out of the studio. I was an average studio announcer. I could do record shows and liked modern music, and enjoyed that kind of duty. But, I had no training as a newscaster and, even with the voice, I was terrible on that assignment. I didn’t have a feeling for news, like the late Galen Fromme had or Alan Walden has now on WBAL Radio in Baltimore.

I just happened to like sports, played some as a youngster, and was able to describe what I saw. If you are trained for this job, that’s one thing. I had to learn my trade without formal training and to rely not on a placement office, but on chance and circumstance to clear a path. To think I started in the business in 1939, and by 20021 was still talking into a microphone—seems like it must be a billion words by now. There were a million laughs along the way to go with all those words, and I’ve had many unforgettable experiences with show business and sports celebrities, and with the average Joe and Jane Fan who, in fact, made my job possible.

I had brief encounters chatting with Bob Hope and movie actress Sylvia Sydney; conducted a traffic-stopping interview with actor Edward Everett Horton; was a one-person audience for a live Bing Crosby performance on a transcontinental air flight; and had a flirtation with the lovely Grace Kelly (it was a flirtation for me; for Grace, it was just a nodding acquaintance) before she became a movie star and married Prince Rainier of Monaco.

Along the way, I spent many an enjoyable night in the presence of Toots Shor, the bon vivant saloonkeeper who entertained many athletes and media members at his New York establishment.

The list of my friends in sports reads like a Hall of Fame, and for good reason: many have been inducted into the Halls of Fame of their respective sports.

They include Brooks and Frank Robinson, Jim Palmer, Robin Roberts, Earl Weaver, Boog Powell, Dave McNally, and Elrod Hendricks from baseball, and Johnny Unitas, Raymond Berry, Lenny Moore, Arthur Donovan, Gino Marchetti, and Jim Parker from football.

When I wrote my speech for the Hall-of-Fame induction, I got to thinking about the unseen audience of people who have accepted me in Baltimore for three or four generations. There’s no way you can get into the Hall of Fame without their acceptance.

After my induction into the Broadcasters’ Wing of the Baseball Hall of Fame, I received some memorable letters from listeners. I took 90-some on the first roadtrip the Orioles made in 1993, to Texas. I started to read some and only got through about four or five when I had to quit because they made me so emotional.

Last, but not least, my success is directly due to the years of selfless, unending support from my three children, daughters Sandy and Susan, and son Craig. It wasn’t anything we ever mentioned, but there were some things that weren’t obvious to the listening audience.

It’s awfully hard to tell a six- or eight-year-old why their father has to leave on Christmas Day to broadcast a football game, why he wasn’t home on Thanksgiving, or why they had to take a vacation on the beach at Ocean City without him (except for being able to hear him on the radio).

I now have seven grandchildren and four great-grandchildren; the first was born in 1993. That’s a pretty good life, especially considering that I am healthy enough to enjoy it at the age of 81.

My wife, Rose, who died of cancer in 1985, did a remarkable job raising the kids. I guess I’m prejudiced, but it seemed to me that, as I watched my children grow up, both Rose and the kids had to be Hall-of-Famers, too.

I married again in 1988 to Betty (Kaplan), a lady I had known casually for 10 to 15 years (and was then a widow), and she has provided my life with love and stability. Among the wonderful things she has done for me was to take me back to the church. Thanks to Betty, I joined church again, attend as regularly as I can, and do whatever I can to help the congregation. It’s a little, old church, but it’s my church and I like it very much.

In the original draft of my Cooperstown speech, I included just about all the names and events mentioned above. But I decided to cut it at the last minute. First, because the crowd was sitting in stifling heat and, second, because it was induction day for Reggie Jackson. That’s why we go to Cooperstown every year, to honor an athlete being inducted into the Hall of Fame. The fact that they also honor a newspaper man and a broadcaster is just icing on the cake.

Although I made some hefty cuts in my speech, I also added one phrase at the start. For years in my game broadcasts I had used the expression, “Ain’t the beer cold!” when things were going especially well for the home team. I got that phrase from Bob Robertson, a spotter who worked with me on Baltimore Colts football games (that were sponsored by the makers of National Beer).

Eventually, I received lots of mail from people in the Carolinas, the area sometimes referred to as the Bible Belt. The listeners felt they shouldn’t have to put up with my ad libs about beer with all the beer advertisements they were already exposed to, and I thought they had a legitimate beef. So, I stopped using the line sometime in the 1970s.

I also discontinued another phrase I once used to celebrate something special on the field: “Go to war, Miss Agnes!” That was something I picked up from Bob Sharman, a golfing friend and neighbor. When his putting didn’t improve after he read a book on the subject, Bob would grumble, “Go to war, Miss Agnes,” after missing a putt.

I phased that expression out of my play-by-play lexicon as the Vietnam War dragged on. It was something I could no longer justify, because of the mounting American casualties.

But as I spread my notes on the dais, I was suddenly aware of my extreme good fortune and reacted the way I would have for a Frank Robinson grand slam home run or a John Unitas touchdown pass. So, I started my speech with a phrase out of the past, one that I could no longer resist:

“AIN’T THE BEER COLD!”



Chapter 2

Cooperstown: The Ultimate Prize


Betty and I were in our winter home near Bradenton, Florida, on February 9, 1993, when the telephone rang. She answered, handed it to me, and said, with a bit of a frown on her face, “It’s something about the Hall of Fame.”

“Do you know who’s calling?”

“No.”

“OK, fine. I’ll take care of it.”

The caller was Bill Guilfoile, vice president of the National Baseball Hall of Fame.

I said, “Hello, Bill, what can I do for you?”

As soon as he answered, I thought I detected a note of joy in his voice and he soon confirmed that perception. Bill said it was his pleasure to inform me that I was the 1993 winner of the Ford Frick Award, meaning I was going into the Broadcasters’ Wing at the Hall-of Fame!

While Bill continued to talk, I realized that for a long time I hadn’t said a word. Finally, I remember asking if I had ever thanked him. Bill kind of laughed a little and I said, “Bill, I guess I’m not handling this very well. Have other nominees had any difficulty when you informed them?” I felt better when he said it was a normal reaction.

Bill told me when the announcement would be released, adding that I should not divulge the information to anyone.

“How about my immediate family?”

“Of course, you can tell them.”

When we ended the conversation, I told Betty, and we just kind of hung on to each other and cried a little bit because for a guy in my business this was the absolute ultimate recognition.

I had never really thought much about achieving this high honor. In past years, I was just happy for the guys who had been selected and felt they were deserving.

Honestly, I thought if I had a chance to be in a Hall of Fame it would be in the Football Hall of Fame in Canton, Ohio. I found out recently that football began honoring broadcasters in 1989, well after baseball had started honoring in that category.

People would say over the years that I belonged in the Hall of Fame. It was well intentioned, but I felt they were just trying to be nice to me. I just never felt that I belonged. I’d look at the names—Mel Allen, Red Barber, Vin Scully, Ernie Harwell—and Chuck Thompson? Nah, that last name just didn’t seem to fit.

As soon as I could, I called my three children to give them the news. I wouldn’t say we cried, but it was pretty sentimental, very emotional.

One thing came to mind as I talked with my children: that making the Hall of Fame might help them understand all those celebrations I had missed at home, because I had to cover games around the country. That’s just part of the price you have to pay if you’re going to be in this business.

Soon after the official announcement was made a couple of days later, I started getting phone calls of congratulations. Ernie Harwell, my sidekick as an Orioles’ broadcaster in 1955 and 1956 and who had already received the Ford Frick Award, was one of the first to call.

Bill White, president of the National League and himself a former broadcaster, was another caller. I also heard from Brooks Robinson, Jim Palmer, and Robin Roberts, all former Orioles who had been inducted into the Hall of Fame.

I talked personally with Brooks and Jim, who called from a Bob Hope golf tournament in California. Both had said over the years that they thought I belonged in Cooperstown. Robin left a message on my answering machine saying how happy he was for me before adding: “Remember one thing, Kiddo, you’d have never made it if it hadn’t been for those other guys. Who were those other guys?”

The next day I went to an Orioles’ Dream Camp, where I was asked to introduce the old-timers on the field. I told the crowd about Robin’s message and then proceeded to introduce some of those “other guys”—like Brooks Robinson, Boog Powell, and Mike Cuellar.

Before the day was over, a little lad approached with a felt pen and asked me to autograph a bat he was carrying. After I signed, he suggested I also put “HOF, 1993” under my signature.

I confess that I didn’t know what he meant until the kid explained that HOF stood for “Hall of Fame.” Until he pointed that out to me, it still hadn’t been ingrained in my mind. But that simple request, and similar ones which followed, impressed upon me where I was headed.

The induction was not scheduled until August 1st, so there was no immediate rush to write my speech. First, I tried to answer all those who had sent congratulatory notes. I received some mail that was unbelievable. I could not fathom some of the things they had written about listening to me down through the years.

One guy apologized for writing a letter on a legal pad, but said he “felt it was much too important to put in a typewriter.” Another said he started listening to me when he was 15, was now married with a son who is 15, and he still listens to me.

My family asked me to save some of the mail in an album, and I think I will. For all the years I’ve been in the business, I’ve never kept any mementoes or trophies. If you visit my home, you’d be hard-pressed to know what I did for a living.

But I will, of course, keep the framed certificate that I was presented by the Hall of Fame. And the mounted bat I received from Hillerich and Bradsby (makers of the Louisville Slugger) with Ted Williams’ name on it, next to an engraved drawing of the Hall of Fame, will certainly find a place of honor in my home.

After being notified by Guilfoile, I had a lot of trouble telling people about my good fortune. But I had lots of time to contemplate how fate had led me down the road to Cooperstown.

I finally started writing my speech in July, in longhand on a legal pad, and made two or three drafts. I tried it out on Betty, my agent Ron Schapiro, and a longtime friend, Walter “Bud” Freeman, former promotions director of the Orioles. They all seemed to like it and that made me feel more at ease about what lay ahead.

Since Reggie Jackson was the featured honoree, I included what I considered an amusing anecdote from the slugger’s one-year stay with the Orioles:

We all know about his exploits on the field. I’d like to recount just one episode that I saw at Memorial Stadium involving Jim Palmer and Reggie Jackson.

As you know, if you’ve seen Jim Palmer in action, he was one of the great traffic directors of all time. He kept moving outfielders (and) infielders, and he could do that because he was such a good pitcher, he knew he could get the ball where he wanted it to be, and the players respected him.

He turned one day, I think we were playing the Minnesota Twins, and looked out to Reggie in right field and Reggie looked up. Palmer wagged the glove and Reggie took one step. Palmer stared at him and Reggie took a second step. Palmer continued to stare and Reggie took one more step.

Palmer turned around and went up on the mound. Palmer worked on the batter who hit a flyball to right field. Reggie stood there and didn’t have to move. He caught the ball and then, ladies and gentlemen, he took off his cap and bowed to Mr. Palmer.

I also told of Reggie hitting a batting practice pitch over the right-field wall at Oriole Park during the celebrities’ home run contest the day before the All-Star Game earlier that year in Baltimore.

Reggie came to the plate at the urging of fans who chanted the familiar, “Reg-gie, Reg-gie.” Then, after hitting the BP homer, he treated the fans to his home-run trot around the bases. That episode, I thought, was indicative of the great presence that Reggie exuded in uniform.

I included two of my favorite Casey Stengel stories that I was sure would be appreciated by the New York fans who came to Cooperstown to honor Reggie and who once cheered Hall-of-Famer Casey when he managed the Yankees.

One of the stories occurred during one of the American League Championship Series involving the Orioles and the Athletics during the 1970s:

I happened to be in a restaurant in Jack London Square (in Oakland) called the Elegant Farmer, a wonderful restaurant. And that night, Mr. Finley (A’s owner Charlie Finley) decided he would have a little fun and he brought his favorite mule, the one and only “Charlie O” down to Jack London Square, unloaded him—and walked him right into the Elegant Farmer.

Right in front of that mule was a table full of executives from the American League and among those, Mr. Casey Stengel. Charlie walked the mule over, (and the mule) put his head down and kind of nuzzled Casey Stengel.

Stengel looked up at that mule and said, “Mighty remarkable horse. He hasn’t seen me for a year and he still remembers.”

I also told another memorable Casey anecdote from the Yankees’ spring training camp in St. Petersburg:

We closed the tavern in the hotel that night and Casey went to the elevator. The elevators were not operated by push buttons in those days, you had to have a guy cranking it to run it.

Casey walked in there and said to the guy running the elevator, “Here, I got to get some autographs on this ball and give it to a kid. If any of the guys come in, have them sign it for me, will you?”

Seven o’clock the next morning Casey was the first man in the dining room, here comes the elevator operator getting off duty, walked up to Mr. Stengel, handed him the baseball, said, “There it is, Casey.” Stengel looked at it and there were were four signatures on it—and he fined each one 50 bucks for breaking curfew.

Because of my decision to trim the speech, I deleted stories about ponderous Boog Powell hitting an inside-the-park home run in Seattle and stealing seven bases in half a season after Earl Weaver took over as manager of the Orioles and gave Boog a cautious green light on the bases. Boog accented Weaver’s approach to the game, stealing in his first game as manager; Boog had but four stolen bases in the six previous seasons.

I also cut out a story of how I choked up the day of the first landing on the moon when Fenway Park fans stood as one after the landing was reported by the public address announcer, applauded, and then sang, “God Bless America,” after the song was started by one fan in the stands.

Also deleted was what I considered the single most effective and moving gesture I’d ever seen given by one player to another.

It happened on Brooks Robinson Day in Baltimore, when Brooks’ successor at third base, Doug DeCinces, came out of the dugout to represent all the Orioles. He stopped momentarily at the spot Brooks once owned and yanked the bag from its mooring and presented it to the retiring Old Master—and didn’t have to say a word. The crowd understood the significance, and responded accordingly.

As a result of my quick editing, I failed to thank Doug Arthur and Les Quailey and that really bothered me. I was also upset because I didn’t get out to say hello to all those people who had made the trip from Baltimore.

But all the podium guests were sequestered in a high school gym before we went out to the stage together. I guess I could have sneaked out for a few minutes, but they told us not to leave the gym. I thought I’d better play by their rules, since they had been kind enough to invite me.

As I approached the microphone, I experienced some deliberately planned self-directed fear designed to force an attitude that would cause me to bear down. I felt that if I kept that cutting edge, I could maintain my professionalism and not break down in front of the crowd.

I’m not the kind of person who can turn it on and off. If I once broke down, I would find it very difficult to regain my composure.

I thought the people of Baltimore deserved better than that. I held up pretty well until I got near the end and then I bit down real hard and managed to finish:

So I say to you that if sometime in the future you return to this wonderful town of Cooperstown and you go to the Baseball Hall of Fame Museum and you happen to go into the Broadcasters’ Wing and a member of your group looks up at Chuck Thompson’s name on that plaque and asks, “Did you know him?” I hope that you will say, “Yes, I did.

“He was a friend.”



Chapter 3

Growing Up in East Reading


I was born on June 10, 1921, long before the advent of television, and grew up when families more or less had to entertain themselves.

In that respect, the Thompsons did quite well. Ours was a house full of music, including a player piano, and Dad would break out in song whenever he got the urge. He also wrote poetry.

The player piano was in use mostly on weekends (maybe because Dad was traveling much of the time in midweek), pounding out such tunes as “Ramona,” “Four-Leaf Clover,” “Red River Valley,” and a stirring march that was a family favorite, “Under the Double Eagle.”

Dad was part of a trio that performed around town at church dinners and other functions. A neighbor, “Mac” McGregor, played the guitar, and Doug Lightbody was the other member of the trio of singers. Once Dad wrote lyrics to a song he called, “Old 97” which honored the memory of a friend, train engineer Jake Foss, who had died in a train wreck.

Dad was a performer almost until his death in 1988 at the age of 91, less than a month before he was scheduled to be the best man at my marriage to Betty. He passed away on September 1st and we were married on September 24th.

I remember when I first introduced Betty to Dad, who was then blind. He extended his right hand but Betty, who never had to apologize to Jane Russell or Mae West or others similarly endowed, gently pushed the hand aside, stuck out her ample bosom, gave him a bear hug, and said, “In our family, we don’t shake hands . . . we hug.” Dad was obviously pleased.
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