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DEDICATION

A young mind is easily influenced. I've been very fortunate enough to have spent time with some amazing individuals who have shaped me into the man I am today.


One of those figures was Mr. Roy Donnell, with whom I shared many cups of coffee during the early '80s. Fortunately, I was content to just listen to a lot of things of which he spoke. 


Roy encouraged me to write. That encouragement produced the books you have read with my name attached. Memories of his diligence and dedication to research inspire me still today.


It is my distinct honor to dedicate this, my fourth book, to the memory of the man largely responsible for it becoming a reality; Mr. Roy Donnell.
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As we journey through life, the paths won't always be smooth. But it's on some of the rockiest roads that we will learn the best of life's lessons. It certainly won't seem that way as we walk through those paths. But, if we stay the course, trusting our faith, we will, without fail, come out a better person.

For me, those journeys, though painful, left me a better man today. I'm free to laugh and smile. But where I find my greatest pleasure these days, is in trying to bring a smile to the face of others.

Hopefully, that's how you'll see the stories of this book; a lighthearted look at life's little ups and downs. As an old saying goes, "There's always a silver lining to every cloud." Today, I enjoy finding that lining. It's always there.

Please enjoy this whimsical look at the life we tend to take much too seriously.

THE VALUE OF A DOLLAR

Not all my youthful summertime days were spent riding my bicycle and playing basketball or baseball.

In those days, work ethics were important for a boy to learn; something I learned by mowing lawns. Lots of lawns, and from an early age. 

I bought my first push mower from Wilckens Hardware in Cole Camp when I was 8 years old. From there I was off and running!  

It started with two or three yards in the neighborhood. Grandpa Fred Balke lived only a block away. He was one of the largest guiding lights through my early years. I idolized him. I went everywhere with him whenever I could. 

There were a lot of older widowed ladies living in my hometown at that time. A lot of them seemed to live on our block, and Grandpa knew them all! He used to go "visiting", and sometimes I got to go along! There were always cookies, so I was always more than happy to go. 

Anyway, the widows liked Grandpa and he was pretty "influential" in those days. Widows started asking if I would mow their lawns. And I did! More and more of them until the number usually stayed near 15 yards. 

Now, remember, I wasn't even 10 years old yet. But these jobs paid money! Back then, a small lawn was worth $1.25 when I first started. In a few years, the price went up to $2.50 - $3.00. A $5.00 lawn was rare, and a thing to be cherished if I was lucky enough to get one. 

You can see where this would cut into my bicycle and baseball time, but I'll talk more about that in a later story. This was money! And I liked it! 

I painted a neighbor's house in my early teens before I could drive. After I got my driver's license, a whole new world of opportunities opened.

Farmers needed boys to help bale hay. Two or three of us guys would each make 3 or 4 cents a bale for a long afternoon's hot, sweaty work. It was hard work, but 1000 bales put in the barn earned $30-$40 each! And the farmers' wives could cook. Really well! They fed us, too! Some of the biggest spreads of food set out on planks over sawhorses offered some of the best home cooking I can remember. 

One farmer, knowing how to reach the heart of a teenage boy, had a trough of iced-down cans of beer at the end of the buffet. Even though he worked us hard, I don’t seem to remember him ever having any trouble getting help hauling hay!

FRONT PORCH SITTING

In the days before decks and patios, there were front porches. The loss of front porches has done more to the detriment of society than any one other thing I can think of. I could cite close seconds and thirds, but that's for another story. 

When front porches were popular, evenings were spent as family time on the front porch. All up and down the street, the sounds of families talking, laughing, and listening to ballgames on the radio were the sounds of the evening. And people went for walks as families. You had conversations throughout the community when those two things were put together. 

People would stop from their walk to say a few words with families on their porches. Oftentimes, they were invited to come and sit. Those conversations often lasted past dark.

I have many fond memories of front porch visits often time after mowing someone's lawn. They would usually bring out lemonade and cookies. (I guess I learned something from going with Grandpa Fred on all those "visits" years earlier.) I can think of at least three of the once-popular double swings on porches within my block. Some of the best memories come from those swings.

Two doors down from our house was the home of Albert & Stella Viebrock (I believe it's currently the Jim Goosen home). They are a story of their own. I have such fond memories of the couple. Albert was a house painter. I used to love talking with him while he washed his brushes after a day of painting. 

When I was very small, I called him "Grasshopper". To this day, I have no idea where that came from. He seemed to like it, though. I am so embarrassed to retell my first recollection of my visits with Stella. 

It seems I would stop in to "visit" her. Remembering Grandpa's "visits", I once asked if she had any peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. (I hadn't quite refined my art of tact yet!) I guess I wasn't as hungry as I thought, so I put the half-eaten remains under the cushion of the sofa. Yikes!!! I blush just typing that today! Anyway, I recall many afternoon and evening visits on their porch swing. Stella always had a house cat sitting on her lap.

Just east of them, and just west of Grandpa's house, was the home of Edwin & Lydia Gerken. Lydia spoke with a very distinct German accent and was very deliberate in her speech. Without saying who it was she always said this about, one of her favorite sayings was, "Yaaah, sheee'ss aallwayss haappiestt wwhenn sshee's in the caaar". Grandpa could imitate her saying that to a tee! Nice lady. 

Edwin had a very stiff neck in later years. He could hardly turn it from left to right when he drove the car, which had a standard transmission. He was also very slow in letting the clutch out, but strong on the accelerator. Sometimes I rode to church with them. But, nooo, I was never too happy riding in the caaar with him! I also rode to church with Albert & Stella on occasion. Give me "Grasshopper" over Edwin as a driver any day!

Across the street from them was Freddie & Bertha Brockman. I've mentioned them in previous stories, but I remember Bertha as being such a sweet lady. They were both great conversationalists, and I enjoyed visiting with them often.

I had thought I was bringing this posting in for a landing until I realized I hadn’t "sat on Grandpa Fred's porch" yet. I guess by now you've understood I loved Grandpa without end. I will devote a full story to him soon, but in my younger days I was always at his side; at some times and places I maybe shouldn't have been. But, never mind that! 

It was there on his front porch that I learned how to correctly grip a can of Champagne Velvet. Then you had to position your throat just right, as to savor all those lukewarm suds trickling down your throat just so. 

Well, while it's true my taste in the brand and temperature of a can of hops and malt evolved over the years, that's where it all started (I should say that I rarely indulge in the pleasures these days. Only one on days I watch the Cardinals. And then, not always. I need to keep it as a pleasure, not abuse it.) 

Anyway....what can I say about sitting on Grandpa's porch with him in just a few words? It's best I save it for the much anticipated full story. You ARE anticipating it, right?

While a porch swing wasn't mandatory for good conversation, it sure didn't hurt. America needs a return to front porch sitting and porch swings.
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ANSWER THE PHONE WHEN IT RINGS

I'm probably one of the least materialistic men on the face of the earth. It wasn't always that way, but somewhere along the way it all just got to be too much!

New technology bursts on the scene daily, and the market is being flooded with countless numbers of things designed to make our lives so much easier. Or, at least that's the way it's being presented to us. 

Although, I'm pretty sure the manufacturer's goals aren't all so pure in their claims to free up unthinkable amounts of time for us to do God knows what with. 

Big companies keep getting richer, while we wind up with mounting piles of their products that we either no longer use, or they just never worked as advertised. So much stuff is out there for us to ponder. But, in the end, stuff is just stuff!

There was a time, in my younger days, when I considered myself a "techie". I had all the latest gadgets and devices that looked so cool on TV. But, somehow it all changed. I began to see through all the hype and started to realize I was being conned.

It all started with that dark-haired infomercial hawker with sparkly eyes and an over-cooked smile selling products that "slice, dice, and make Julienne fries." 

Then there was that spooky "Robo-Vac" that supposedly vacuumed your floor while you were away. Who would know what happened when you were away after all? And when I'm home, I don't want that thing lurking around some corner just waiting to trip me up as I walk to the bathroom or to chase me out the door!

Nowadays, I've radically downsized my lifestyle and the possessions I deem necessary. After retiring, that cord to the cable company was finally cut and I've never looked back. Rates began to soar for the hundreds of channels offering nothing worth watching, and I'd been annoyed by that far too long.

My car was aging and had served me well with its 285,000 miles. Where was I going to drive it since I was no longer working? The decision I made was that I had little need for a car at all. So, I sold my 2012 Impala and have yet to regret that decision either. On the off chance I do need a car today, Beverly lets me drive her ten-year-old Corolla. At our age, status means zero! Who would we be trying to impress anyway?

I will grant you, that in today's world, a phone has become a necessary evil. The hospital will need to call to remind you it's time once again for that annual prostate exam, or the dentist has some new means of torture waiting for you.

But, as for the fancy, frilly $1500 phones that tell me who's at the door and plan my investment portfolio for the next five years, I don't need that stuff! My old duct-taped Nokia still rings when someone wants to bother me about something. If I face east and slightly elevate my left leg, I can usually dial out and successfully reach those I deem worthy of a return call.

For me, the sole time-honored and traditional use of the phone is to answer it when it rings. But, truth be known, I may still be clinging on to a morsel of technology, because I'm finding myself letting the phone ring and waiting to listen to voicemail if one is left. No voice mail message, no return call. The rules are simple. And for those tricky folk who hide their ID, no way I'm answering or returning your calls! If I don't know who's calling, you're wasting your time!
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CRUISING

Whether it be called The Loop, The Square, The Strip, The Circle, or The Circuit, every town has one. A loosely outlined route that the kids of a town or community will stick to on their nightly travels, better known as cruising. As I think back, I'm not really sure what our town's route was called, so I'll just refer to it as "The Loop".

Since I was mostly a loner in the day, my memories might be a bit different from those of the more popular and social kids. It's not that I chose to be a loner, it's just the way those nights seemed to find me.

Since family members of the day owned the Skelly station at the time, I could often be found backed into that parking lot to watch friends cruise by. I was never without music. Eight-tracks were still the rage of the day, but the Midwestern giant radio stations came in on our AM radios as clearly as the tape player.

WLS Chicago, KAAY Little Rock, and WOAI San Antonio had the music, as well as the best DJs of the time. John "Records" Landecker was my favorite. He was known for his humor, his deep voice, and his nightly "Boogie Check".

WOAI was known as The Rock Of The South. As you would expect, they played more Southern Rock, which I liked a lot. So, most nights were spent switching between the different channels and the eight-track player.

The gas station parking lots were popular places for kids to gather, talk, and save gas, since prices were starting to rise even then. Al Doty, the local city cop, was good about giving us space to enjoy ourselves. As long as we stayed within reason, he gave us no trouble. There was a mutual respect. 

On many nights, he could be seen among us at various times. He had a good sense of humor, and three sons of his own made him aware of what kids of the day were up to. Since his oldest son, Keith, was one of my best friends, I got along well with Al, and he kind of looked out for me. He knew I was a loner, and many late nights he would pull in beside my car to just talk for a while.

The standard route went along the highway from Marvin's 66 Station past Cash's Thriftway. In later years, when The Chuckwagon opened across the highway from Al and Bert's, we extended the route to turn around in that parking lot.

Heading back into town, we would cut off onto Butterfield Trail which ran between the backside of Cash's and Fox Funeral Home. We went past the Lutheran School and the City Watertower Park until we would turn right in front of the school.

If there was a ballgame, other school function, or just kids sitting in the parking lot, we'd drive through there. Just past the school was the left turn leading to the baseball field. We would check for any action back there. If nothing was happening there, we'd continue back on the loop where we'd either catch the highway again in front of the nursing home, or we'd take a left beside Mr. Ragland's house to get to the highway by Marvin's Station again.

This loop could be repeated any number of times during the course of a night. It was always proper etiquette to toot your horn when meeting a friend along the way. Cruising was often done as we were in constant hope of something better coming along; something exciting.

Excitement could mean any number of things, but often it was centered around partying. Miller's Fjord was a big destination, although something about that place generally kept me away. E-5 was the site of a missile silo/quarter-mile raceway. That was more down my alley. 

The Lupton Jaycee Park was the site of some of the biggest bashes. Cemetery Road was the spot for couples seeking a little "alone time". But for me, burdened with a shy nature, that would come a bit later in life. It was often a quieter, cruising evening, largely spent watching traffic from my spot at Skelly.

On particularly quiet nights, there would be the occasional trip to Stover or Lincoln with Donnie Meyer, or a trip with Randy Viebrock to the basement at his parents' house, where we shot pool or listened to music. Sometimes, I would ride to Sedalia with Burton Bormann or Jeff Kullman to pick up some new eight tracks or albums.

While cruising was sure to mean something different to everyone, it was "our time". Time spent together - or alone - where we could just be ourselves and enjoy whatever might come along. 

We would all grow up to a world of cares and commitments soon enough. None of us were in a hurry for that to happen as we spent many memorable nighttimes on the streets of Cole Camp.
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TIME

Few topics have ever been more debatable than time.

It's one thing there never seems to be enough of. We always seem to be racing against time. Songs have been written about it. Jobs have been lost over it, and marriages have failed over it.

Everything seems to be either measured by time, affected by it, or related to it in some way. Time goes on. There's no stopping time. Time waits for no man.

Like most things that carry any degree of importance, our Government, under the guise of doing what was best for us decided to step in and tinker with time. Daylight Savings Time was enacted with The Standard Time Act of 1918. It was billed as a wartime measure for seven months during World War I, taken in the interest of "adding more daylight hours" to conserve energy resources.

"Standard" seems to be an odd word to use in association with this act, as it seems to have done nothing but the absolute opposite. Twice a year since its inception, households across the country have been turned upside down and left in turmoil as they try to adjust to the effects of the time having been changed, thus disrupting even the tiniest patterns of daily life.

While a handful of states have since abandoned the concept of the twice-a-year time change, and others are contemplating doing the same, Missouri is yet to become one of them.

Over recent years, clockmakers have joined the Government in the quest to "look out for our wellbeing" by making their clocks self-adjusting to the time changes.

Well, that may have been all well and good until Uncle Sam decided to once again tinker with time by changing the dates of the time change. For a period of time, the change has occurred on October's first weekend, while that has changed to the last weekend in October unless it's on the first weekend in November. Sometimes the change takes place on Saturday night and sometimes on Sunday night. I think you can see where I'm going with this.

It happens now twice a year unless your home has multiple digital clocks programmed to automatically change from Daylight Time to Standard Time at the "appropriate" time. Then, the changes might be multiplied. These clocks may have been manufactured when the time was set to change on one date, but that may not be the case any longer.

We've had two digital clocks in our bedroom for years. But, after years of the frustration of being falsely wakened by an alarm clock that has switched to "new time" on what is currently the wrong weekend,  we'd finally had enough! One clock in the bedroom was enough! Now that we rarely need to set the alarm, it should be less of an issue, right?

Well, last Saturday overnight, our bedroom clock "fell back" to what it perceived to be the right date for Standard Time to begin. It was, however, mistaken. We were laying in bed thinking that it was only 5 AM, when in fact it was still 6 AM Daylight Savings Time". No big deal, since we had nowhere to go, but for a creature of habit such as I, it can throw your day into total disarray!

So, we quickly made the decision to buy a new clock for the bedroom. One that doesn't outsmart us on a few occasions each year. Now, if I can just figure out how to program the coffee maker to have hot coffee ready on our terms! We live such a complicated life!

MY QUIET PLACES

We all need our space. That place where we can go to reflect; to just get away and think.

Whenever possible, I try to work my Cole Camp memories into my writing, so today, I tried to think back to those special places I could always count on as quiet places of refuge in the days spent in my hometown.

At different stages
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