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Preface

When I am asked how I got started in television, I jokingly reply, “Just a bad break!” It may not have been all that bad, but it certainly was not planned. How could I plan for a career in an industry that did not exist when I was a boy? I have been in the business for over forty years—television's life span—and I have seen it grow from an infant technology disdained by entertainment and advertising professionals to a medium that entertains, informs, and sells to the world.

Over forty years ago, I created the first Clarabell on “The Howdy Doody Show”—a lovable clown who, along with Howdy, has since become a television icon. I was a young twenty years of age when Clarabell was born, and I had not thought much about television, children or television's possible and potential effects on young people. Then I became a parent and my perspective changed. Shortly afterwards, I went from performing as a rollicking clown to developing my own children's programming, culminating in the creation of “Captain Kangaroo,” a program designed to meet the emotional and educational needs of children while attending to the serious business of entertaining them.

Many of the people I meet on my extensive travels around the nation have traveled these forty years with me; mine has been a public journey. Now those people have children and grandchildren, too, who are still watching the Captain, and I have three children and six grandchildren of my own. Amazing! More than three generations of Americans have been touched by Captain Kangaroo.

This book is about my life and my development as a person, a television producer/entertainer, and as an advocate for children. I am still changing and expect to continue to change, and my enthusiasm for the world and all its wonder, especially those young wonders, children, has not diminished over the years.

Much has happened to me in studios and in executive suites so your curiosity about the strange world of television should be satisfied in my recounting of these events. But I have also learned a few things about the difficulties and the joys of raising children in this modern age. If you are now embarking on starting a family and if you have just discovered or rediscovered the Captain on television, I know you will find plenty of useful material in this book. And I hope you will be inspired to use my experiences to augment your parent power in the shaping of a precious life.

If you are an adult with no daily responsibility for children, but who cares about the future, this book will impress you with the need for all of us to help with the successful nurturing of children. When a parent fails in raising a child, everyone pays a very high economic and social cost. Today, we must all be parents to all children. May this book convince you of that need and demonstrate how you can help nurture America's children.




Chapter 1
A Mother's Smile

When I was a boy, my mother and I would make eye contact, and she would give me a smile that would make my day. Her eyes and her smile would say, “I love you, you're terrific.” She was the center of my universe, and, like most children, I thought I had the most wonderful mother in the world. I adored her.

Slim and beautiful as a young girl, Margaret Frances Conroy had married my father against her parents' wishes on May 17, 1916, the day after she turned eighteen. Her parents, Irish immigrants, disapproved of her intended because he had only arrived from Ireland as recently as 1905. I suppose that, according to the strange mores of the immigrant community, they thought he was not American enough and therefore showed little promise. They were wrong.

Margaret and Joseph became “serious,” as my father shyly described their courtship to me many years later, soon after Margaret had wandered into the grocery store on Manhattan's Amsterdam Avenue where he worked as a clerk. Was it an errand for a loaf of bread, a bottle of milk, a pound of potatoes that led to romance? In an act of defiance uncommon in that era, Margaret Conroy followed her heart into matrimony as soon as she reached the legal age.

Without the support of her family and with most of his family still “on the other side” in Ireland, the newlyweds set up house, first in Manhattan, and then later, as my father became more successful, in Lynbrook, New York, then a sparsely settled Long Island suburb of New York City. As was the custom in those days, my father worked from dawn to dusk providing for his family, while my mother stayed home, rearing the children and tending to the house. They both worked extremely hard. It never occurred to them to do otherwise.

By the time I entered the world on June 27, 1927, my parents had two boys—Jack, born in 1917, and Bill, born in 1920. For a short while, until my sister Catherine joined us in 1930, I was the family baby. My two brothers were out at school during the day, while I stayed home with my mother. Like most toddlers, I felt my mother was devoted only to me. This is a common illusion, of course, and with growth I came to understand that she had been equally devoted to all her children.

Many parents, not understanding the natural self-centered orientation of a toddler, attempt to discipline this “selfishness” out of a young child, inflicting serious and lasting damage in the process. Most children of this age subscribe to the premise, “What's mine is mine and what's yours is mine!” It is a passing state, often distressful to other members of the family, but part of the growing process. It's a mistake to engage in a battle of wills with a self-centered two-year-old. You won't win and you'll feel pretty dumb being outwitted by someone that much smaller and younger. Parenting can be humiliating when you don't keep things in perspective. Lighten up enough to laugh at things as they are. And fortunately, you'll find that, when handled with sensitivity and finesse, toddlers can be gently prodded toward less exasperating behavior.

As a youngster I had many friends and made friends easily, but I was, by and large, a solitary child. I was often alone, but I was not lonely. I would happily spend hour upon hour by myself, working a patch of sand and dirt close by the garage back of our house. This was my Kingdom, perhaps my first Treasure House, a place where I created worlds of wonder, not with fancy interactive toys, but with some sticks, clothespins, and buttons borrowed from my mother's button box. Do modern mothers keep a button box? I think not. For that matter, whatever happened to clothespins? Most contemporary children would wonder at such a contrivance. “You mean you pinned the clothes to the rope? Why not just put them in the dryer?” To me, two clothespins stuck together could become the body and wings of an airplane. It required some imagination on my part, but that was the point of the exercise.

The many buttons borrowed from my mother became kings and queens, sea captains, more daring than Errol Flynn, battling fierce pirates of my imagination. There was a large silver button, which I can still see in my mind's eye, that was Pan American's “China Clipper” about to take wing from nearby Flushing Bay and move, at great speed, to far-off Oriental seas. (China, by the way, existed, in my imagination, around and behind the garage, not far from the blue hydrangea bush.)

I could spend solitary hours with my stick and button collections. My brothers thought me a bit daffy and my sister nagged at me to put away my strange playthings and share her play. Perhaps I embarrassed her. To this day, a faraway look will appear in her eyes as she softly comments, “Bobby played with buttons.”

But my mother tolerated and even encouraged my excursions into fantasy worlds. A smile from her was like a smile from Clement Moore's Santa Claus. With a smile and a nod of her head she let me know it was all right, that she understood. I think of her often these days as I watch my grandchildren develop. To watch them play, to see them exploring and discovering the world, is a joy. Often, when they allow me to share their play, I rediscover those things which I have taken for granted for too many years. To view the world through the eyes of a child can be a stimulating and refreshing experience for us stodgy adults.

“Without fantasies to give us hope,” writes the noted psychologist Bruno Bettelheim in his book The Uses of Enchantment, “we do not have the strength to meet the adversities of life. Childhood is a time when fantasies need to be nurtured.”

I think it would be a nifty idea to hang a banner above the door of every American family that declares, “Childhood is a time when fantasies need to be nurtured.” The banner would remind weary parents trudging home from workday wars that the truly creative and important work of their day is about to begin—the nurturing of their young human beings. I suppose, like most slogans, the banner would go unnoticed a few days after hanging. But a reminder is always needed, for fantasy is critical to child development.

Although my mother was not a highly educated woman, she instinctively understood the importance of fantasy play in a child's development. Too often, today's adults, burdened by their MBA's and other advanced degrees, regard imaginative play as juvenile, a time waster, and feel that, if children are to grow, imagination must be put firmly in its place early on and children brought into the “real world,” that dull place where creativity has no friends.

I often remind parents that child's play is work, the serious work of children through which they learn about their environment and how to relate to other children and to grown-ups. It is through this serious work that children develop. If the play is recognized and encouraged by adults as serious work, the child can develop in an orderly and progressive manner. Deprive a child of these tools of development, and growth is as difficult as house-building would be for a carpenter whose hammer and saw have been taken away.

The preservation of illusion is critical to fantasy, yet so many of today's heavy-minded adults seem to take pleasure in destroying the images of imagination. “Now, you know there is no Santa Claus. That's Uncle Charley romping around the Christmas tree in his traditional holiday costume.” The disturbing tendency of modern advertisers to use Santa as a huckster is a display of great insensitivity. Even revered historical characters are not safe from the hawkers of modern merchandising. George Washington and the cherry tree, and Abe Lincoln and his log cabin, were cherished in my childhood. Today's child may think of those two presidents as the guys who work the showroom floor selling autos and VCR's during the Presidents' Day sales.

Even Captain Kangaroo has sometimes been the victim of an over-zealous parent. Recently, for example, a young father with his four-year-old daughter in tow recognized me on an airplane. He dragged his daughter to my seat, but when she arrived and he explained that this was Captain Kangaroo, she had no idea what he was talking about. She wanted to believe her father and her eyes searched the cabin for her Captain, with bushy white hair, red jacket with white piping, perhaps with Bunny Rabbit or Mister Moose. She even looked out the window hoping to see the Captain sitting on a cloud. The object of her father's attention, however, was a rather ordinary looking guy in a sport jacket with briefcase, a stranger to this child.

I said, nicely, “Please don't disillusion her. You will destroy the fantasy for her and she will never enjoy the Captain again.”

I have always worked hard to preserve the illusions of the Captain and other residents of fantasy worlds. My wife, Jeanne, and I were officers of the Preservation of Illusions Society in our children's young days and we fill the same role with our grandchildren today. Our son, Michael, is in his late thirties. I think he has the straight line on Santa Claus, but he doesn't say so, perhaps because he's not sure that we know the truth. He's a good guy, protecting us like that. Every Easter I would give the saddle of the front door its annual coat of black paint and then lay newspaper about the house, because the Easter Bunny might step on the wet paint. On Easter morn, leading to each basket left by the Easter Bunny were the newspapers covered with bunny prints in black paint. My daughter Laurie still smiles when she thinks of those bunny prints and can hardly wait for her children to be old enough for her to painf the door saddle at Easter. (Knowing Laurie, she'll probably use pink, her favorite color. Good for her!)

Another example of how we preserved the illusions of the Treasure House in our own home relates to my youngest daughter, Maeve. This sparkling child was four years old when she came to Manhattan with her mother, brother and sister for a visit to the circus. They came to pick up Dad, who was in the Captain's Treasure House finishing a show. Maeve was excited to see the Captain, and we have pictures of her sitting on his lap in serious discussion, as any four-year-old might be. The Captain soon excused himself, went to his dressing room, shed make-up and costume and, in ten minutes, returned to the studio in street clothes ready for a circus visit. Maeve ran into my arms, and with great excitement exclaimed, “Daddy! You should have been here. You just missed the Captain!” Now, that's preserving illusions!

Shortly before I blew out the candles on my sixth birthday cake, my family moved closer to Manhattan, to Forest Hills of tennis fame, which was then a small community of lovely single-family homes. It was there, in our Jewel Street house, that so many things happened to me, the sweet memories of which I still cherish.

The house seemed huge to my six-year-old eyes. (I've been back often. It's not that large, but it was big enough to build some rich childhood experiences.) It had a spacious back yard and a large musty-smelling basement perfect for winter afternoons of playing house or producing plays. It was in this basement that we kept a cast-off windup Victrola complete with horn and scratchy old records of operas and Sousa marches. I mouthed arias with Caruso and paraded to “Stars and Stripes Forever,” actions I still perform on television and on stage with symphony orchestras.

There was also a screened in porch where I spent summer hours, especially during rainy days, when, oblivious to any danger, I watched with awe the great bolts of lightning and then counted the seconds before the thunderclaps. We all like to recall the sights and sounds of good times, and I like to add the recollection of smells. I can close my eyes and the damp sweetness of a warm summer day is fresh in my memory. Quiet, lazy, sleepy summer days, the stuff of which Faulkner made southern lore, the stuff of my northern childhood. Singing cicadas with transparent wings; Japanese beetles chewing on choice roses; large bees making their appointed rounds of aster and alyssum; a wasp, attracted to the water, sending us running and screaming from the spray of the cooling hose set upon the slippery grass. As children, we were attuned to nature without considering it anything extraordinary; this was the world in which we lived, and to learn to be in harmony with it was sensible.

Today we live in a messy world in which summer beaches are strewn with medical waste; the treated effluent of our towns and cities stifles ocean residents; acid rain fells more growth than Paul Bunyan could dream of cutting; our air is filled with noxious gases, and our space is closing above our continents, threatening to turn our earth into a huge greenhouse. These conditions result, not from a few single acts, but from a collective carelessness and arrogance. If those who made the many small decisions resulting in our cumulative environmental mess had been more “tuned” to their world, more sensitive to their place in the delicate structure of nature, we might be living in a different and more pleasant world and not on the edge of environmental calamity. I believe this “tuning in” to nature begins at a tender age and is an important aspect of development.

Tuning a child to nature does not involve lectures and visits to museums, although these stimuli are important, on an intellectual level, to an older child. Tuning a child to our shared world should be a collection of emotional experiences—examining a tree leaf, lying on the grass or a city rooftop on a warm summer night wondering about the twinkle of stars, watching a diligent ant drag a crumb several times its weight across a hot pavement, observing water soaking into dry ground and into sand more quickly than it does into clay. Our world is filled with observable phenomena which most adults have forgotten, or worse, have come to regard as unimportant. But appreciating these daily events is important to the development of a nature-sensitive child.

I can lie in bed on a rainy evening and feel the rain seeping into the ground in search of thirsty roots. There is a direct line between me and the child of fifty years ago who listened to the beat of raindrops pounding on the driveway and watched in wonder as they made furrows along the row of hollyhocks outside my home. Tuning to nature must begin at a tender age, perhaps with a lesson as simple as teaching a toddler the importance of allowing that ant to carry its burden undeterred. Later in life the youngster can learn that we call having such generosity of spirit a “reverence for life.”

Those summer days seemed especially built for ring-a-levio (alle, alle in free!), stickball and a slew of creative adventures, from castle-building to a game of “Stanley and Livingston” (for which we would mount an expedition and beat the woods above the Flushing Meadow in search of the missing missionary). We certainly had to bring a fresh supply of imagination with us to play each day; we may have lacked fancy toys, but then we didn't become dependent upon them either. We did have some toys that were violence-oriented, and occasionally, we would hear a parent worrying aloud about the water guns or cap pistols we carried. I suppose we could have done without them, but they were certainly less harmful and more lighthearted than today's advanced toys of destruction, such as the excessively violent—and expensive—laser-gun tag game now on the market.

We simply aimed our cap pistols and said, “Bang, bang. Gotcha!”

“You did not! Missed completely. What a lousy shot!”

“I am not. I hit you in the shoulder, right where I aimed.”

“Lousy shot. Missed completely.”

“Oh yea!”

“Hold it! No hitting. Only shooting.”

It was a negotiation of sorts. With laser tag, there are no negotiations; everyone knows you're “dead” from the weird light that goes on over your heart when you've been shot.

We lived in a simpler world. There was no crime in my neighborhood and we played safely on carefree streets. After supper (people ate earlier in those days), we would sit on the curb playing sedentary and often intellectually stimulating games. The leader of those curb games was Moo Moo Murphy, a.k.a. Muriel Murphy, a teenager with red, red hair and freckles all over. I loved her. She was a natural teacher, able to manipulate ten or fifteen noisy, independent kids with the skill of a circus lion tamer. Except she did it without a whip.

If the rains were falling we would take cover and bring out the playing cards for a game of “Go Fish.” The card deck had long since been discarded by grown-up bridge players, and it was a disgrace. The cards were bent and torn and soiled. Each card was recognizable by its affliction. The tear in the corner was the king of diamonds, the strawberry jam stain was the six of clubs. When I was in the Marine Corps and found myself in shower-room poker games, I longed for that deck of cards.

The Flushing Meadow swamp which, in 1939, became the World's Fair grounds, was a fantasy playground par excellence for all the children in the neighborhood. In those days it was all rushes and little streams filled with wonderful wildlife, all of it destroyed when the World's Fair was built. But before then, the swamp was a primeval wonderland. Our vivid imaginations conjured bogs of quicksand and Indians lurking behind the tall grass.

In summer and winter we played outside, driven in only by dark, rain or cold. Although our parents sometimes disapproved of our strange activities or scolded us gently for staying out too late, we gadded about free and unsupervised.

We had some lively and raucous times. One of our favorite activities occurred in early January when we formed rival gangs to collect discarded Christmas trees. People would put their trees out on the sidewalk; but they wouldn't last three minutes because we had organized patrols. We'd bundle the trees and drag them to a secret place until we had seventy, eighty, maybe a hundred trees in all. Then we'd raid other storehouses and add yet more trees to our stockpile. The object was to see who would have the biggest and best bonfire on an appointed night.

On the edge of the neighborhood, between Forest Hills and Corona, were tomato and potato farms. The outfielder prayed for divine protection when a heavy hitter put a ball in the cultivated rows beyond the outfield. If God was good, it meant the farmer was in another field and we could retrieve our ball. If not, well, such are the ways of Providence, we learned at an early age.

My childhood games were ones of cooperation, reflecting a gentler, more genteel, less competitive world. The educator Brian Sutton-Smith, who gave us good counsel as an early advisor to the “Captain Kangaroo” staff, has written about the games children play and described them as preparation for the society in which they live. The highly competitive individualistic games, such as King of the Hill, for example, were rarely played by my companions. Our games prepared us to work together, to accommodate to each other, to help each other.

School reinforced those values. At P.S. 3 we learned about “brotherhood” and the importance of resolving conflict peaceably. Mr. Dunphy taught me to play basketball in the paved schoolyard. Well, not really. In 1934, at seven years of age I could hardly get the ball to the basket, much less in the basket. But it was a fun game, and that was Mr. Dunphy's lesson. He also taught me to feel confident about myself. “1 think I can, I think I can,'1 said the Little Engine That Could many years later on “Captain Kangaroo.” But Mr. Dunphy taught me to say that to myself years before, and I came to believe it and to prove it to myself. When you build self-esteem and confidence in a child, you build a well-adjusted and happy person.

In the third grade I switched to Our Lady Queen of Martyrs School, almost a mile away and on the other side of Queens Boulevard. It wasn't a difficult street to cross compared to the adventure it comprises today. The two outer lanes were for autos and, in 1935, drivers were quite civilized in their attitude about running down small children. We calculated the odds to be favorable—in daylight. The center of the boulevard, however, held the terror of the trolley cars. They came fast, swaying from side to side, and with bells ringing, perhaps in warning, perhaps in anger. Lewis Carroll's Jabberwocky could hold no greater terror for innocents wending their way to our humble school.

I loved school and I loved learning—not surprising, considering I was a happy child, constantly encouraged and praised by my mother. The teachers liked me because there was little in the world that did not interest me.

Sometimes, my constant curiosity got me into trouble. My two older brothers had “things” in their rooms which were fascinating to me— and strictly off limits. By the age of fifteen, Bill had a most impressive classical record collection and a phonograph which was, by far, the most verboten thing in the house. I loved the fabulous music which would magically, it seemed to me, emerge from the speakers. My lifelong love for classical music started from an early age, with Bill's collection. I loved to watch him as he would remove the 78-rpm disk tenderly from its jacket, place it on the turntable and carefully, oh so carefully, lower the needle into the first groove. Automatic turntables and all the other paraphernalia which make such an operation so foolproof and simple today were still far in the future. In the mid-thirties this was strictly a manual procedure requiring great delicacy.

It was not an operation for the clumsy hands of an eight-year-old, yet I decided to try it one day in Bill's absence. Ten records and numerous scratches later, I left Bill's room gleeful, but a bit frightened that he would discover my transgression. Needless to say, he didn't appreciate my curiosity. But I will always be grateful to him for not making me feel too terrible about my mistake. Nor did my mother, who painstakingly explained why I mustn't touch Bill's “toys.”

If I had been beaten for my misbehavior, either by Bill or my mother, I do not believe I would have given much thought to the seriousness of my actions. I would have been filled with resentment and perhaps a desire for revenge. A rational explanation made me come to terms with my wrongdoing, made me think about it, and solved the problem for all time. Hitting a child is always an admission of defeat. It may bring conformity and immediate obedience, but it does not address the underlying causes of the misbehavior. It is a shortcut, pure and simple, and though it may bring temporary results, it leads to more serious damage to the child. Parenting was not meant to be quick and easy; it requires patience and intelligent handling of misbehavior. Hitting a child in anger is especially dangerous. The physical and emotional damage to the child can be long lasting. Many people, including me, call it child abuse.

I can't say that my mother never hit me. She did, but not often, and not in anger, and not hard. Most important, she never tried to crush my spirit. As a result, I never became fearful of exploring the world, secure as I was in the knowledge that she loved me.

To paraphrase the milk commercial, “You never outgrow your need for love.” Love is the critical ingredient which makes children grow and grow and grow. Spend large amounts of time with a child and she will know that you love her. There is no need even to tell her; if you invest the time, she will know. The same approach works with your spouse, right? Try coming home from a bad day at work some evening and telling your spouse, “Honey, I'm busy, go watch television.” Just don't forget to duck.

We never know when we have it so good. Without television to tell me how the rest of the world lived, I had no way to know that my childhood was idyllic. I realized that later, of course, and I knew then that my great early years had prepared me well for the less than idyllic times which followed. Boy, was I lucky!


Chapter 2
A Father's Dream

Nearly a century divides my father's birth in nineteenth-century Ireland and my first grandson's birth in the New World in 1981. The years from the end of the last century to nearly the end of this one have been years of profound and rapid technological, social and cultural changes.

My father grew up as a subject of Victoria, ruler of the British Empire, which included all of Ireland. But the Empire was a distant place. The soil my father and his family tilled in Roscrea, County Tipperary, in the 1890s was farmed by horse and hoe and hand. There were, of course, no telephones, radio or television, and his life was an insular one. Families stayed in one place from birth to death, as rooted to the land as the hedgerows marking out the fields. They experienced the joys and irritations of contiguous multigenerational existence.

In the 1980s my three grown children live hundreds of miles from their parents and from each other, communicating frequently via telephone signals bouncing off satellites in geosynchronous orbit around the earth. Immense technological changes, especially those of the last thirty years, have caused similarly immense changes in family life and structure, particularly where children are concerned. In the past, when the roles of men and women were clearly defined, most fathers did not have the time or the inclination to participate fully in raising their children. They missed out and so did their children.

Fifty years ago the “typical” American family—father at work, mother at home with the kids—was a pattern for over eighty percent of American families, including mine. Today that pattern can be found in only ten percent of our families. Two thirds of mothers are working outside the home and almost a quarter of our children live in single-parent households, almost always with a female parent who works outside the home. Thanks to fast cars and fast jets, we often find ourselves, as my children did, going to faraway places to school, to marry, to settle. This means that the old-fashioned extended family, from grandparents to aunts, uncles and cousins, is not handy for baby-sitting, visiting, and advice, exactly the type of support and warm hand-holding most needed by busy and beleaguered parents.

In most two-parent families, mothers contribute significantly to balancing the family budget, and fathers, as well as holding down a job, share household chores and the rearing of children. Many American families are under pressure, struggling with fatigue, inadequate and expensive child care, and the constant effort of balancing careers with quality parenting. (My mother would not understand the rather new concept of “quality parenting;” to her, parenting was parenting, and there was only one way to do it.)

Although I grew up in the middle of the Depression, my father's livelihood and our family life were relatively untouched by its pernicious effects. Mother was mother, at home all day to see to our needs, and father was father, the provider, a remote figure and a virtual stranger to me for the first thirteen years of my life.

I remember him as a stern and serious man, hardworking and purposeful, as most immigrants are. He had come to the United States from an Edwardian Ireland, where the establishment of the Republic was still twenty years away. Political strife, religious persecution and economic hardship had bred the dream of emigration in young Irish hearts. Yet my father arrived in an America where the tag line in newspaper employment advertisements often read, “No Irish Need Apply.” I came upon this line with great shock as a twenty-year-old doing research in a library. When I confronted my dad and asked him why he had never told me of this added hardship, he commented, in his still thick brogue, “Ach, it didn't matter. We made our own way.”

Made their own way they did. Irish looked after Irish in the immigrant community, and my father managed to get a job as a delivery boy with Daniel Reeves, an Irish-American grocery store chain.

The Daniel Reeves stores of the 1930s were typical of the presupermarket grocery stores. Each store was like a modest “mom and pop” shop of today. Over the years my dad was promoted first to clerk, then to store manager and executive, eventually having jurisdiction over the many stores on Long Island, a territory of one hundred and twenty miles, west to east. I truly believed he visited hundreds of small stores every day. Why else was he never home?

Without exception, Dad left the house prior to daylight, before my eyes had opened on a new day, and he returned, exhausted, after my eyes had closed under sweet-smelling sheets. At the time, there seemed nothing strange about this life-style, which must have been devastatingly hard on both my parents. Most heartbreaking in hindsight, however, was the lack of a relationship between my father and his four children. I could never easily approach him to talk about something that was bothering me. I am certain that his inaccessibility was related primarily to his work schedule, but I also believe it was cultural; fathers, in those days, did not do women's work, and that included the rearing of children. Until television and fast highways wiped them out, this nation had cultural pockets, areas such as Appalachia, where men did not bother with a male child until he was old enough to hold a gun and learn to hunt, and with a female child until it was time to negotiate her dowry. The lines between the work of women and the work of men have only recently blurred.

We know that young children learn from the earliest age, the latest research indicating that the womb itself is a learning environment where the human learning process starts. We also know that we learn much of what we will learn by the time we are seven years of age. Yet parents and other adults often view young children as creatures incapable of learning, too incomplete to bother with. Young children are not all that different from the adults they will become. They lack the experience, and thus the learning acquired, from living as long as adults, but they have the intelligence to learn, and are constantly experiencing emotional events that will set patterns for life. The old saying, “As the twig is bent, so grows the tree,” displays a deep folk wisdom.

It is important to relate to children in a serious way from birth. Paying attention to a child sends signals that you care for that child. Keep in mind that a child has not lived those many years in which experiences contribute to an adult's fund of knowledge. A child's knowledge of a particular subject should not be assumed. It is usually necessary to search for other reference points within her experience, so that the child can understand the conversation. Most important, the child knows, by your attention, that you care. Do this on a regular basis, and you will acquire bonus points for frequent caring, worth more than any you can earn from an airline for frequent flying.

Part of letting children know you care involves complimenting them and building their self-esteem. A testimonial to the importance of praise is my still strong memory of one incident that happened more than fifty years ago. It was one of the few occasions when my father openly articulated his pride in my childhood achievements.

My father loved his garden; it was a legacy of his roots in the soil. One warm spring Sunday, when I was about six years old, I was at my father's feet watching admiringly as he dug around a scrawny bush and pulled at its stubborn roots, determined to clear a patch for some dahlias, his favorite flowers. He dug and dug, pulled and pulled, and then stopped to talk for a moment to a neighbor over the garden fence. While they were talking, I went over and grabbed hold of that bush, which was probably as big as I was, and started to tug.

My father turned to look at me and watched as I pulled the shrub out of the ground. Never mind that it was his work that had gotten most of the roots up—I felt triumphant. I pulled the bush up and put it down, breathless, and, to my delight, heard my father whispering, just out of earshot, “Strong as a bull that boy. He's wonderful.”

I never let my father know that I had heard and he never let me know how he felt about my childhood achievements. Admiration had to be expressed discreetly, and if I had caught him out, he'd have been embarrassed. Too bad. I could have used some confidence-building from time to time. Never withhold a compliment from a child. Every young person needs a locker full of confidence.

When I was older, Dad enjoyed showing me off more openly to friends and neighbors who would come to visit on a Sunday. The thirties were the Golden Age of radio and, to put it mildly, I was a radio buff. My mind was stuffed to overflowing with the trivia of radio and my ability to remember the most minute details made my father proud.

“Go on, Bobby, tell them about Gangbusters and Mister District Attorney, tell them about Patsy Kelly, tell them who sponsors Fred Allen, tell them what was in Fibber McGee's closet this week, go on, tell them,” he would say.

Like a circus sideshow freak my mouth would spill the contents of my trivia bank. Stars, producers, advertisers, the complete Sunday through Saturday schedules of the NBC Red Network, the NBC Blue Network and the Columbia Broadcasting System.

My father's pride made me feel loved, and I rose easily to the challenge of his expectations: that I should do well in school, be kind to people—especially those less fortunate than myself—and be tolerant of the differences between them. My father was a fair man who, despite his own experiences of discrimination when he first arrived in America, displayed no such attitudes himself. Yet racial and ethnic slurs were common in the America of the thirties. It was socially acceptable to express prejudicial views quite openly. The media, particularly the film industry, often reflected this American societal trait. The fact that such views today are usually expressed secretively, whispered in the corners of locker rooms or in private offices, offers some hope. Openly expressed, in the home particularly, pernicious views easily reach the ears and minds of the young. Perhaps not completely understood, they are a message received nonetheless, not so much because of content, but because the holder of such views is a parent, the ultimate authority on any subject and a hero in any child's life.

Even conversation between parents not intended for young ears, but overheard, can have a great and long-lasting effect. “Can you believe it, they promoted Julio today. That Spic can hardly speak English but they moved him ahead of me. It's that government quota thing!” Click, click. The words are overheard, and the child gets the general idea.

It may be generations before a Belfast child can look upon someone of the opposite religion with an open mind. Years of bloodshed and kitchen conversation about the Papists and the Prods have made that prospect dim, if not impossible. We mold the views of our children from their earliest days in many ways, some open, some subtle. Long after they are gone from home these views remain with them, some as haunting as a demon.

In 1940 my father's world, his hopes and dreams of permanent financial security for his family, collapsed when the Daniel Reeves stores were sold to Safeway, a California company which was moving into the New York market with a new approach to food merchandising called the supermarket. As new top management was brought in, the buzzword was “modernization,” and my father, one of the old-timers, was laid off.

Dad could not understand what had happened to him. For people who grew up in the last thirty years, his bewilderment may be difficult to fathom. Today, people take a job and give their loyalty to a company, but when a better offer comes along, few hesitate to move on and better their position. This is normal and makes good sense. In my father's day, however, men stayed with a company for twenty, thirty, forty years, and the very thought of going to work for the competition was considered an act of disloyalty. In return, most companies, like Daniel Reeves, returned that loyalty and stood by an employee in bad times, if at all possible. So, when Dad found that senior management would be replaced, he had a real problem comprehending how this could have happened to him after the loyalty he had given the company for over thirty years.

When he lost his job, he came home, sat in a chair, and hardly emerged into daylight for months. My mother would say, “Your father's ill,” but, as a thirteen-year-old, I had difficulty understanding the nature of his illness, which seemed to be both mental and physical.

My world was in turmoil. Suddenly this remote man, almost a stranger, was home all day and we were packing boxes and preparing to move to our “other,” much smaller house on nearby Booth Street, the one my father had bought as an investment at the end of the Roaring Twenties. Now it was to be our home, and my childhood castle, sand patch, musty basement, summer porch and all, was to be sold.

Americans are more mobile today than in my childhood. It is not unusual for a family to pick up and move on every few years. But moving is an emotional, as well as physical, disturbance for a child. Adults are better prepared to release friends, and secure enough to make new ones. Adults understand the need for a move which may involve a better job or some other positive reason. These reasons are meaningless to a young child, however, who may have a tendency to resent the move.

Young children are small machines in search of security. Important to their assurance are Mother, Dad, other relatives and friends, as well as the physical comforts of home, their room, particular objects, a toy bear, a blanket—all the familiar sights, sounds and smells of their restricted world. A move cannot be avoided, but it can be handled with sensitivity to the disruption it causes a young child. The result will be comforting and assure minimal trauma. Especially distressing to a child is the thought of losing touch with precious friends. Young friendship often seems “cute” and even humorous, but to the child, such friendships are very serious and a critical factor in healthy development. At the moment when you may not be taking such a friendship seriously, a stern look from the child seems to say, “Don't tread on this.” Remember that when next you uproot a child from a close friendship.

My daughter, Laurie, came home one day from her first grade class in tears, sobbing almost uncontrollably. After calming her down and, in fear of her answer, we asked Laurie what had caused these gushing tears. “My very best friend, Julie, is moving, and I'll never see her again,” she replied. “She's my very best friend and all year, I've spent all of my time in school with her and I love her and I'll never see her again.” Resumption of heavy sobbing.

“Well, honey,” we said, “you can keep in touch. You can write to her and exchange letters. What's Julie's last name?” we asked obtusely.

Laurie looked at us incredulously. “How should I know?”

The move was made and I survived. Our new house was close enough for me to wander back to the old neighborhood to see old friends, and I found some new friends in the new neighborhood. My mother, as usual, kept the family going. But the stress took its toll, exacerbating the high blood pressure she had suffered from for many years. Often, I would come home from school to find her lying down with a wet face cloth on her head to ease the headache pain. I can still feel her softness as I would touch her soothingly and take the cloth from her head to refresh it under the cold water faucet.

Stress is an ordeal for a family, and children suffer it too, often less visibly than their parents. Children are self-centered, especially not-quite-socialized teens. I felt resentful, cheated that because of our new financial circumstances I would be unable to follow Jack and Bill to Chaminade, a splendid private preparatory school. But I was beginning to understand my father's pain and disillusionment, and to see the very human being in this stranger of my early childhood. When he finally went back to work after about a year, I really began to appreciate his character.

My father was a small man, under five feet seven, who could not have weighed more than one hundred and thirty pounds. When he found work again, it was with a member of the same Reeves family, Peter, who was starting his own modest chain of grocery stores. Peter did not have room for my dad in a store but he did offer him work in the chain's warehouse. So, my father, this slight man in his mid-fifties, spent ten-hour days moving very heavy cases of canned goods from the distributor's trucks into the warehouse and then loading the company trucks for delivery to the stores. He would come home at night exhausted. He had gone from being an executive to being a physical laborer, and it was a challenge that he felt in his body. This weariness, combined with his still substantial pride, showed every evening in the look upon his face. I'll never admire him enough for that.

Fortunately, it was only a few months until Peter Reeves made him manager of a store in our own Forest Hills, a post he had graduated from at Daniel Reeves a quarter-century before. But my father was thankful for the work and I was relieved. I spent many after-school hours and Saturdays as his delivery boy and sorter of empty soda and beer bottles. Those were pre-aluminum-can days, and I never knew there were so many brands of beer and soda in bottles of different sizes and configurations to be fitted into wooden cases, forty or fifty at a time. It became an intellectual challenge to devise a system for getting the bottles into the cases more eflficiently in less time. The cellar was home to a family of rats and the sooner I was out of there, the happier I was.

A few years later, when he witnessed my reluctance to leave my job as an NBC page to work for the new television program, “The Howdy Doody Show,” my father said, “Don't be a fool. Never mind how good NBC has been to you. You don't owe them anything. You go and do what you think is right for you and never mind about loyalty to the company.”

It was good advice. I took it and my career was given its start. But I'll never forget that the advice, sadly, came out of my father's own disappointment in life. And who knows? If I had disregarded my father's wisdom, remained with NBC, and moved into the management training program, I could now be an NBC executive spending my days, as the great comic Fred Allen once observed, building molehills into mountains.
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