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            “Sailing is my life.”

            

            
         

         
      

   
      One

      
         
         
         
      

      
      It is ninety-one steps to the top of El Castillo, amid the ancient ruins of Chichen
         Itza. Add up the steps on each of the four sides, plus the platform at the top, and
         it comes to 365. One step for each day in a year of anyone’s life. As both the steps
         and the years add up, the climb gets more difficult. “I got to the top and—foof!—I
         collapsed,” the old guy says. Fellow tourists rushed up to him. “Are you all right?”
      

      
       “‘Leave me alone,’ he told them. ‘I just need to lie here for a few minutes.’”

      
       He did not believe that he might die there, at the top of a Mayan pyramid. Never
         considered that it could happen—although perhaps such a climb in the Mexican sun was
         not the wisest expenditure of time for a man who was then eighty-two years old. A
         man out of his element—water. Ernie Coleman sailed, an amateur racer who filled his
         home with decades of trophies. His boat wasn’t always the fastest on Lake Ontario,
         but Ernie knew the tricks that could ease his craft over the finish line first, especially
         on days when the wind was elusive.
      

      
       When I first met Ernie, he was sitting at a patio table beneath an enormous tulip
         tree. I sat in the chair on the other side of the table and studied the guy, my subject
         for the next few months, while he studied me, his biographer. Ernie was ninety-three
         and looked a little battered, but he moved about easily enough thanks to some rewiring
         and a few replacement parts he’d acquired over the last decade. His mind seemed crisp
         as I prodded him for the details of his life. A man who had been caught up amid life’s
         largest moments, a child of the Great Depression, a graduate of the Greatest Generation.
         A carpenter, Ernie built things, and he rebuilt his life repeatedly, struggling through
         divorce and the deaths of two wives. With the marriages came one adopted child and
         seven stepkids. He adapted to change. He was a survivor.
      

      
       A large part of the appeal of a guy like Ernie is that so many of us know a man or
         woman like him—a grandfather, a distant aunt—though we don’t know their stories. Some
         of their experiences serve as modest life lessons. Others are remarkable adventures.
         In a metaphor to which any sailor can relate, each episode of Ernie’s life can be
         thought of as a thread. When gathered up and wound together, the threads create a
         strong rope—a rope he unconsciously relied on in times of crisis. The more threads,
         the stronger the rope, the stronger the character.
      

      
       The navy had taken Ernie to see the world, first during World War II, then the Korean
         War. He didn’t always like what he’d seen. Maui? “It was so perfect, it was monotonous.”
         And he refused to think of the Solomon Islands. Ernie was a short man, even before
         losing a few inches to age, but broad shouldered, with the large, knotted hands of
         his builder’s trade. When I first brought up the Battle of Savo Island, he waved his
         hands in front of him for a moment, as though pushing away the memory. It was not
         a story he shared, even though he lived in the shadow of that experience.
      

      
       “I know why those kids come back from Afghanistan and shoot themselves,” he said
         sadly one morning, sitting on the shady patio at his home.
      

      
       “You lay awake at night, reacting, reacting, reacting. Because it’s so real.”

      
       His was a lifetime spent with one purpose in mind: to sail away, to exchange the
         nightmares for beautiful evenings sailing off the coast of Lake Ontario.
      

      
       In his eighth decade, at an age when most men had settled down in front of the television
         to wait for the end, Ernie was still sailing. But the waters were increasingly uncharted.
         He’d climbed those ninety-one steps that day in 1998 because he was trying to impress
         the woman he was courting—Marilyn, twenty-five years his junior.
      

      
       “This guy’s really elderly,” she remembers thinking when she first met him. She’d
         placed an ad in the personals section of the newspaper, seeking a man who liked sailing
         and travel. She checked out twenty-seven respondents. Nothing. He was the twenty-eighth.
      

      
      Marilyn was a travel agent who was showing him the world, watching to see if Ernie
         could keep up. He could. He went to Rome with her several times, examining ancient
         aqueducts with his builder’s eye. He sailed the Caribbean on a five-masted clipper
         ship. “Four hundred feet long,” Marilyn says. “Four hundred and thirty-nine feet,”
         Ernie corrects. The captain had even let him take the wheel for a while, as tourists
         took pictures of Ernie. A real curiosity, they must have thought, like one of those
         water-skiing squirrels.
      

      
      Marilyn took him snow skiing for the first time when he was eighty. “After six lessons,
         I was skiing with her,” Ernie insists. “In fact, I was holding back.”
      

      
       “No, you weren’t,” Marilyn chides him.

      
       “You’re a pleasure skier,” Ernie says. He was a competitor. He chased Marilyn, and
         he caught her. Now they were married, living in the Madison Terrace house Ernie rebuilt
         just a couple of hundred yards from Lake Ontario Beach. A house with a small window
         facing north. He looked out that window every morning to see what was happening on
         Lake Ontario. The view changed every day.
      

      
       But first, he had to get off that Mexican pyramid. His fellow tourists were worried
         that the old man was dying at Chichen Itza, even as he marveled at how, while standing
         at one pyramid in the ruined complex, “you holler and get seven echoes.” And at “the
         sacrificial pool, where they threw the maidens.” And the precision of the architecture,
         functioning as a giant stone calendar, the sheer size of the project allowing him
         to dismiss the fact that “they were off a little.”
      

      
       Ernie was off a little himself. The shortness of breath? The first signs of congenital
         heart disease. A stent would later help take care of that. But there is only so much
         that modern medicine can do for a man.
      

      
      “I caught my breath, and I was OK,” Ernie says. Then he got up and walked down the
         pyramid.
      

      
      
   
      Two

      
         
         
         
      

      
      Julie Lockner found me on the internet. She called from her home in Boston and asked
         if she could interest me in writing a book about her stepfather, Ernie Coleman. I’d
         be paid, of course. “He’s a really cool old guy,” she said. “He’s ninety-three years
         old, lived through the Depression. He’s been married four times.”
      

      
      Well, a lot of us have really cool old guys in the family. Doesn’t make it a book.
         And quite frankly, I don’t do sentimental.
      

      
      “He’s a sailing legend on Lake Ontario.”

      
      Better. But still not enough.

      
      “He was in World War II. His ship was sunk in a battle.” She didn’t know the name
         of the ship, except that it started with the letter V, and the battle had been in
         the Pacific. “He doesn’t like to talk about it.”
      

      
      Was it a freighter? A tanker? A warship?

      
      “A big warship,” she said.

      
      I forget people’s faces and where I left my car keys, but I have one of those brains
         that tucks away stuff like batting averages, song titles, and ship names. And I read
         a lot of history. There weren’t a lot of big ships sunk during World War II with names
         that start with the letter V. In fact, when I looked it up a few moments after that
         conversation, I saw that there was only one, the one that I was vaguely recalling
         having been lost during the Battle of Savo Island: USS Vincennes.

      
      What could be the overarching theme of the book quickly became apparent during that
         first telephone conversation: the eloquent silence and beauty of sailing on Lake Ontario
         contrasted with the horror of naval warfare—if Julie could correctly answer one question
         about her stepfather: “He’s ninety-three. Is he lucid?”
      

      
      I will simply say that Ernie Coleman would make a fool of me.

       

      * * *

      
      Ernie, as it turned out, lived just a five-minute drive from my house. Julie insisted
         there was a story in this old man. After meeting him for the first time, I thought
         she might be right. Please don’t call me an opportunist, a writer who preys on tragedy,
         death, drama—the tools of the trade. But when I saw for myself that Ernie had an unusually
         powerful memory for details and confirmed that he indeed had been on a ship that had
         been sunk in a major World War II battle in the South Pacific, I thought there might
         be a chance that I would write that book.
      

      
      The Battle of Savo Island, the first of several naval battles during the Guadalcanal
         campaign, was the worst open-sea defeat in the history of the U.S. Navy. In twenty-two
         minutes, four big cruisers—three American, one Australian—were left burning and sinking.
         More than a thousand sailors lost their lives, including 332 on Vincennes. One-third of Ernie’s shipmates died aboard Vincennes when it rolled over in the early morning darkness and descended to the muddy floor
         of Iron Bottom Sound, so named because it is the graveyard of so many ships and their
         crews.
      

       

      * * *

      
      I pull up to Ernie’s house for our first meeting. It’s low and pale green with the
         outline of a sailboat, cut from plywood, mounted high on the outside of a second-floor
         addition toward the back of the building. In the driveway are a couple of cars, including
         an old yellow van. I peer into its windows. The van is full of tools.
      

      
      Ernie is sitting on the patio, waiting for me. We are an odd couple. He, forty years
         older than me, balding, a veteran. I—more than a foot taller and a newspaper rock
         critic with hair falling past my shoulders—never served in the military. But we hit
         it off immediately. There was common ground; more accurately, common water. Ernie
         was a sailor; I’d done some sailing. We had sailor friends and their boats in common.
         Fred Karshick and Patriot. Joel Roemer and American Eagle. Veterans who looked back on a few epic years in their lives when naming their boats.
         Roemer had been in the Battle of Peleliu, a vicious fight with the Japanese late in
         World War II over an island of negligible strategic value. Ernie even had refinished
         the wood trim on Eagle. I’d crossed Lake Ontario on both of those boats and learned useful stuff like, if
         you’re caught in a lightning storm while in the middle of the lake, don’t hang on
         to the metal handrails.
      

      
      Ernie reminded me of my father-in-law, who’d passed away a few years earlier. Similar
         build and demeanor, a familiar squareness of presence hiding an imp’s character. I
         recognized the signs of clever, inventive men who played life with charm. Dick Rattray
         spent much of World War II as an Army Air Force mechanic in Iceland. Like Ernie, he
         didn’t talk much about the war. Vets rarely do. My father-in-law told me a few anecdotes
         about wounded B-17 Flying Fortresses seeking refuge in Reykjavík, their fuselages
         riddled with bullet holes after combat in Europe. How difficult it was to work on
         the planes, with nuts and bolts snapping in the freezing temperatures. And how he
         and a buddy used hammers to flatten Icelandic coins and weave them into bracelets
         to sell to airmen passing through, so the guys would have something to take to their
         girls back home.
      

      
      Ernie, I would discover, shared that kind of self-contained, entrepreneurial savvy.

      
      We met virtually every Monday morning the summer and fall of 2010 at his home in Summerville,
         a lakeshore neighborhood in Rochester, New York, always under that big tulip tree
         unless it was raining. There were moments when Ernie struggled with a detail. But
         for the most part, the stories flowed. Ernie looked at life with a carpenter’s eye:
         What makes it work? Who knew that you could use a shell casing from a five-inch naval
         gun to rig a muffler for a 1928 Dodge Victory Six?
      

      
      Our first full session, following that get-acquainted meeting where I learned he’d
         survived the Mayan pyramid, began with an unfurling of local history as witnessed
         by Ernie, told with the relaxed pace of a beautiful sailboat outing. Here, Ernie’s
         memory was most startling. He recalled many of those race details—the weather, his
         strategy, where he finished—with amazing clarity.
      

      
      This would be a small, thoughtful book about a guy swept up in a century of big and
         little moments. With Ernie himself emerging as a compelling and remarkable character.
         A resourceful fellow who scrapped to survive in a fashion that seems quaint today.
         It’s a mentality associated with his generation. A pride in self-reliance. He was
         a sailor who loved to dance and party, who needed to surround himself with people.
      

      
      But always lurking behind the story was Vincennes.
      

      
      Out of our conversations was born a book that Ernie’s family self-published in the
         spring of 2012, Chasing the Wind: The Humble, Epic Century of a Sailor. The idea of chasing the wind is not simply how a sailor moves about on a lake; it
         is a metaphor for our pursuit of the elusive.
      

      
      In Ernie’s case, I think that was peace of mind.

      
      
   
      Three

      
         
         
         
      

      
      The color of your hair and eyes, the shape of your ears, and perhaps how long you
         will live is encoded in the genes in your body in long strands of deoxyribonucleic
         acid. DNA. It is the basic blueprint of your life. Somewhere within the double helixes
         of Ernie Coleman’s DNA, mixed among the genes for woodworking, were powerful genes
         for sailing. Genes that led him instinctively to water, complete with hardwiring for
         reading the wind, finding the good air.
      

      
       Ernie begins his story with those genes. Handed down to him, he figures, by his grandparents.
         For many years, in the late 1800s and into the early part of the twentieth century,
         George and Clara Coleman owned a Thames sailing barge, a flat-bottomed boat designed
         to haul coal, mud, bricks, or grain along the Thames estuary. From what Ernie learned,
         George and Clara’s boat, named Hope, was about seventy feet long, a little smaller than the norm for such a vessel, with
         a spritsail rigging that maximized maneuverability on the crowded Thames, while still
         strong enough to handle the ocean winds, allowing the couple to sail back and forth
         from London to Liverpool.
      

      
      “It was rigged in such a way,” Ernie says, “that when they came to a bridge, the mast
         folded down, they glided under, and cranked it back up.”
      

      
       It could not have been peaceful sailing, at least when loading or unloading the boat.
         In London: The Biography, Peter Ackroyd describes the Thames riverside of that era as “filled with the sound
         of carts, horses, cranes and human voices, mingling with the whistles of the railway.”
         He paints a picture of “factories and warehouses approaching as close to the water
         as they dared, while its wharves and mills and landing stages pulsated with the energies
         of human life and activities.”
      

      
       This crew of two—George and Clara, often accompanied by a paid hand—also apparently
         lived on the boat, an intimate arrangement that eventually produced two more crewmen,
         their sons, George and Albert. But the boys were not destined for life under the brownish-red
         sails of the Thames sailing barges. As they reached their twenties at the turn of
         the last century, they were sent away to America. George and Clara sold Hope and followed later.
      

      
       “America was the opportunity,” Ernie says. “Anyone who wanted to advance themselves
         came to America.”
      

      
       They were Ellis Island immigrants. The story Ernie tells is the same recited by millions
         of Americans—but not all Americans, of course. Not the ones who arrived from Africa
         in chains or the ones who survived the rapidly growing nation’s genocidal wars against
         the native people who had been living there for centuries. Or the Mexican citizens
         who suddenly found themselves Californians and Texans when their country lost the
         Mexican-American War. Or the residents of South American countries in the twenty-first
         century who migrated north because their families in the United States told them,
         “Come here, it is better, and your government isn’t trying to kill you.”
      

      
      American history casts a kinder light on the Ellis Island immigrants, although they
         certainly arrived with no guarantees. Ernie does not know why the family chose to
         send the boys to Rochester in western New York. He had heard, perhaps in eavesdropping
         on the conversations of adults when he was a child, that the city at the southern
         edge of Lake Ontario was chosen for the unlikely reason that there was a Rochester
         not far from London. That particular Rochester was, in fact, where many of the Thames
         sailing barges were constructed. Perhaps it was stamped or stenciled on one of the
         fittings on George and Clara’s boat, a word they stared at for years while sailing,
         subliminally planted in their minds until the name became familiar.
      

      
      Rochester.

      
       Like London, Rochester was a boomtown bisected by a river with busy industry crowding
         its shores. Power plants, more than a dozen breweries, and mills powered by big wheels
         that turned in channels, called races, filled with water redirected from the river.
         Railroad tracks, including those bearing the coach cars of the Buffalo, Rochester,
         and Pittsburgh Railways, curved gracefully down to the river’s edge to meet the SS
         Ontario No. 1, a ferry that in five hours could carry one thousand passengers and railcars loaded
         with coal across the lake to Cobourg, the Canadian town fifty-two miles directly north.
         Unlike the Thames, however, the Genesee River was not crowded with freight-carrying
         boats, lake steamers, and barges or the pleasure craft of the Rochester Yacht Club—at
         least, not beyond two and a half miles where the river emptied into the lake. An imposing
         set of waterfalls saw to that.
      

      
       Young George landed a job as a draftsman at Eastman Kodak, the Rochester company
         whose simplification of the photo process—making it a snap—had taken the camera out
         of the hands of professionals and turned every family outing into a postcard opportunity.
         He met another recent English immigrant, May. They married and soon had two children
         themselves: Frank and, four years later in 1916, Ernie.
      

      
       Ernie did not remember his father. With the United States plunging into World War
         I, George never had the opportunity to be a part of what President Woodrow Wilson
         optimistically called “a war to end all wars.” The influenza pandemic of 1918 killed
         an estimated 675,000 Americans, ten times as many U.S. citizens as would die in the
         war. Worldwide, perhaps twenty to forty million died of influenza. George Coleman
         was among them.
      

      
       People who knew Ernie Coleman always said that he was an average guy who was caught
         up in some remarkable circumstances. Family circumstances early in his life certainly
         show as much. The math suggests that being two years old and fatherless was not an
         unusual situation. The life expectancy of a man born in the late 1880s in the United
         States, as was George Coleman, was forty-two and a half years. He made it to twenty-seven.
         Walk around the cemeteries where those of this generation now rest and it becomes
         quite obvious from the dates on the graves that, in dying young, George Coleman was
         pretty average. As was his brother, Albert, who died shortly thereafter of diphtheria.
         “He was canoeing and drank the water and died,” Ernie says. “That’s what I heard.”
      

      
       The Great Depression, sweeping through the world in the fall of 1929 just as swiftly
         as the influenza pandemic had eleven years earlier, was society’s great equalizer.
         Perhaps the Roosevelts were immune, but the Colemans and millions of others were pushed
         to the edge. From there, they could see the frayed end of civilization. They had to
         act or fall.
      

      
       Decisions were made. Frank stayed with his grandparents. Ernie would live with his
         mother, who found work as a nanny and housekeeper with a well-off family and moved
         into an upstairs apartment of their house. Just as Ernie had been too young to be
         aware of the presence and subsequent loss of his father, he can’t remember Alfred
         Kyle first coming around. Alfred was one of nine brothers and one sister, a former
         navy man who served on the battleship Iowa as a fireman, shoveling coal into its boilers. Now he had a job at the Piano Works
         in East Rochester, forging the cast-iron plates on which the strings were mounted,
         then burnishing those plates with a polishing rouge to improve the instrument’s internal
         aesthetics. Those pianos quickly left town, spreading music around the world.
      

      
       Four years after George Coleman died, Alfred married May. With Ernie scurrying about
         at their feet, the couple moved to an apartment on the Commercial Street trolley line
         in downtown East Rochester, Alfred’s hometown. It wasn’t long before they bought a
         house on nearby Grant Street. Three bedrooms, two stories, a septic tank. The American
         dream was within reach for them, if it wasn’t for the economic disaster that was suffocating
         the world.
      

      
       “From ’29 to ’35, it was poverty time,” Ernie says. “My mother found eighteen different
         ways to cook hamburger. We had a victory garden. My father had chickens on the property.
         There was a lot of bartering going on. Apparently, we had good production of eggs.”
         Two big trees in the back provided apples to trade for other fruits and vegetables.
         Steaks were for the rich folks.
      

      
       As he grew into a teenager and enrolled at East Rochester High School, sports was
         what mattered. Now the first real picture of Ernie, the competitor, emerges. As a
         tennis player, he had a secret weapon: he was ambidextrous. “I never had a backhand,”
         he says. “I just switched the racket.” In baseball, he was a catcher. “I couldn’t
         hit at all; I was terrible,” he says. But he recalls being a good defensive player
         with a good arm, throwing out many base runners trying to steal on him. The school
         had no hockey team until he and some friends put one together. Although the senior
         class at East Rochester had only about seventy-five kids, that was enough to field
         a football team. Everyone played both offense and defense. It was the leather helmet
         era; the forward pass was rarely explored territory. The teams moved on the ground
         like World War I armies facing each other across no-man’s-land. Ernie was a 175-pound
         center, and on defense he took particular pride in rattling the opposite center with
         chatter about what he was going to do to him. “‘I’m gonna climb over you,’” he says.
         “Next time, ‘I’m gonna push you back.’ They’d get so nervous, they couldn’t pass the
         ball back.”
      

      
       That’s right. Ernie Coleman was a trash talker. But the confident words failed him
         at inopportune times. “I had an inferiority complex with women,” Ernie says. “I worried
         about what they thought of me.” Throughout high school, he had only two dates. And
         as organizer of the junior prom and senior ball for the class of 1935, those dates
         were mandated. “It was protocol.”
      

      
       He hid from that insecurity by surrounding himself with two best friends. They called
         themselves the three musketeers. Ernie Coleman, Paul Smith, and Stan Corteville.
      

      
      “We always did everything together,” Ernie says. Sports, swimming in the barge canal,
         or downtown Rochester adventures to “browse around some of the stores and drool,”
         he says. “We couldn’t afford to buy anything.” Yet movies at the RKO Palace on North
         Clinton and Loews Rochester at Clinton Avenue and Court Street—ornate, three thousand–seat
         theaters with chandeliers and winding staircases—were within their financial universe.
         Admission was fifteen cents, twenty-five cents after 6 p.m.
      

      
      “We always got there early,” Ernie says. “Absolutely.”

      
      So absolutely that, eight decades later, Ernie leaves the impression that he would
         still get to the movies early if it saved him a dime. During the Depression, that
         dime bought him one tiny burger at the White Castle knockoff of the day, White Tower
         Hamburgers. If the Musketeers were really feeling flush, they’d walk to an Italian
         restaurant on North Street, Catelli’s, and load up on a twenty-cent plate of spaghetti.
         With one meatball, that’s a nickel extra.
      

      
       Ernie recalled these seemingly minor details as though they had happened just a few
         days ago—or as if he had pulled them from a hokey movie he’d watched last week. So
         I fact-checked him, reading through microfilms of newspapers from the 1930s. And there
         it was: admission to the RKO Palace, fifteen cents, twenty-five cents after 6 p.m.
      

      
      This barren era demanded that Americans entertain themselves. Alfred Kyle not only
         made pianos, he played them. Ernie’s house had an upright piano and Alfred had a pretty
         good voice. Ernie and his buddies—“No girls, just guys”—gathered for sing-alongs of
         the day’s popular music that they heard on the radio. True, it was a while before
         they actually had a radio in the house. Until they could acquire a real one—which
         in the early 1920s was the financial equivalent of buying a used car—they listened
         on a crystal radio that Ernie built. A simple device requiring no outside power, it
         had a long antenna to pick up all available signals, a tuned circuit to select the
         signal, the crystal detector to process the signal, and earphones to hear it.
      

      
      “You’d pick away, pick away, until you found a station and held it,” Ernie says. That’s
         how he and his stepfather listened to the 1927 Jack Dempsey–Gene Tunney heavyweight
         title fight.
      

      
      “The one with the controversy,” is how Ernie remembers it. The infamous “long count”
         fight in which Tunney may have benefited from a few extra seconds after a knockdown,
         allowing him to recover and win the match. This was real stepfather-son bonding. Alfred
         had boxed in the navy, and evidently brawled his way to the dinner table while growing
         up. “When you’re one of nine boys,” Ernie says, “you’ve got to learn how to handle
         yourself. He taught me some tricks.”
      

      
       In many ways this was a romantic vision of American life, but reality can be a gnawing
         hunger. The reality was that Ernie had to start bringing some money into the household.
         A next-door neighbor was an assistant golf pro and helped Ernie get his first job
         caddying at Locust Hill Country Club. In years to come, it would evolve into a championship
         course, for many years playing host to LPGA events. But when Ernie went to work there,
         it was less than ten years old, carved out of empty farmland in the suburb of Pittsford.
         Riding his bicycle five miles to the course, Ernie earned seventy-five cents carrying
         a set of bags for eighteen holes. On Saturdays, he doubled up and carried two bags.
         Maybe not such a big deal, Ernie concedes, since golfers back then used fewer clubs.
         The seventy-five cents—$1.50 on Saturdays—went into the family fund. As a bonus, while
         the golfers held court in the clubhouse over drinks, they’d let the caddies borrow
         their clubs to play.
      

      
       “The golfers had their favorites,” Ernie says, adding that one particular guy always
         asked for him. “I was happy to know I was doing a good job.”
      

      
      For Ernie, a new member of the country’s workforce, the approval of others was important.
         He was happier still that the guy tipped well. But business setbacks were a constant
         threat throughout the Great Depression, even among the caddies. And during a tournament
         elsewhere, “he up and died on the golf course,” Ernie says. “So I lost him.”
      

      
       Smart, hungry entrepreneurs like Ernie watched for opportunities to sell their services
         to what few families were still thriving in these hard times. A few times a week,
         he’d walk two miles from school to the home of the daughter of the family that employed
         his mother as a nanny. They needed a young guy like him to garden, trim trees, mow
         the lawn. Then he’d walk two miles home with the extra cash, which once again was
         deposited in the family fund.
      

      
       That adolescent chase for cash ended the Monday after the East Rochester High School
         class of ’35 graduation, when Ernie landed his first adult job. No more caddying or
         mowing. He was now a killer: a killer of silver foxes.
      

      
      “The prime ones,” Ernie says. They may have been amid a worldwide economic collapse,
         but rich women still loved to drape shimmering furs around their necks. Catching a
         car ride each day with the neighbor who had helped him get the job—Ernie was already
         a skilled networker—he was pulling in $15 a week for six days of work. The farm was
         home to five hundred foxes when Ernie arrived, and his job was simple at first.
      

      
      “I was the guy that held them when they murdered them,” he says. “Strychnine in the
         heart. One shot, they were dead.” He’d flip the body to the skinner, who relieved
         the animals of their coats in the name of fashion. Then it was Ernie’s duty to get
         rid of the bodies.
      

      
      “It’s amazing how small they were without their fur,” he says. “They looked like little,
         tiny greyhounds.” He buried them because “you couldn’t use them for dog food. They
         had strychnine in them.”
      

      
       He was a failure at high school romance, but with foxes Ernie enjoyed better success
         in the reproductive sciences. The farm wanted to double the number of animals, and
         Ernie was assigned to monitor the breeding.
      

      
      “There were three pairs we had to be very careful about,” he says, “because the males
         would eat the pups. The minute we saw a fox was pregnant, we had to separate them.”
      

      
       Ernie’s role in romancing the stoles must have been a success. The farm was soon
         up to about eight hundred foxes. Good work, although inspiring a mating frenzy in
         caged animals was likely not useful résumé material for his next career move, to a
         fireworks factory east of East Rochester. Now he was assembling skyrockets and Roman
         candles, a perfect fit for any young man’s natural enthusiasm for explosives. The
         tools of this trade included a box with seventy-two slots in it, one skyrocket per
         hole. He’d fill each one with the paper body, sift the gunpowder into the holes, pack
         an igniter pellet into each, then press the lid down tight. Ernie was particularly
         excited about the final step, testing the fireworks.
      

      
      Oh, they worked all right, taking Ernie to new heights in the profession one afternoon.
         Each man assembling fireworks worked in his own little shed, for good reason: if there
         was an explosion, it wouldn’t take down the entire operation.
      

      
      “Everything was brass, I thought,” Ernie says, “so I thought there would be no sparks.”
         But as he tamped down the powder, a stray spark landed on Ernie’s rack of fireworks.
         Realizing what was about to happen, he turned and ran, and his coworkers were treated
         to a surreal scene, Ernie says: “The door blew off and I was riding on it, like a
         magic carpet, they said. I didn’t get hurt. Just tumbled into the grass, a little
         stunned.”
      

      
      Perhaps, he speculates, his ability to deal with the rough landing had something to
         do with one of the three musketeers’ Depression-era moneymaking schemes. They’d created
         a tumbling team, putting on shows at the Rotary Club and during halftime at high-school
         basketball games. They choreographed the routines themselves.
      

      
      The tumbling team, Ernie says, “taught me a lot about how to handle myself in the
         air.”
      

      
       Seemingly inconsequential experiences, such as the fearlessness that comes with defying
         gravity, served Ernie well over the years.
      

      
       Surviving the fireworks episode, Ernie moved on to the Merchants Despatch Transportation
         Company, refurbishing refrigerated railroad cars. The men stripped the cars of their
         timber frames, setting aside the wood for anyone who wanted it.
      

      
      “Of course, it was full of nails,” Ernie says. “So you had to pull nails.”

      
      Much of this abandoned lumber went into building the shambling summer homes perched
         on the edge of Lake Ontario in an eight-street community that was called White City
         then, sometimes referred to as Tent City, after the white canvas of the tents that
         lined the neighborhood. As the homes took on a more permanent status, the town would
         assume the resort-sounding name of Summerville.
      

       

      * * *

      
      A couple of years out of high school and as an ambitious workingman, Ernie acquired
         his first car by borrowing $25 from his grandmother, “Because my folks didn’t have
         any money,” he says. It was a green 1926 Chevy, used, “with bald tires and no side
         skirts.” Ernie gave his grandmother $2.50 a week until the loan was paid off.
      

      
       An obvious pattern emerges during these Depression days: a continual shuffling from
         job to job. “The jobs evaporated,” Ernie says. “You had to.”
      

      
      It was the same for his brother, who bought canoes and rented them at Mendon Ponds
         Park. That didn’t work. People spent their recreation money with restraint, and the
         quiet of a canoe pond excursion couldn’t compete with the crowds at Ontario Beach
         and Sea Breeze Amusement Park with the wooden Jack Rabbit roller coaster and huge
         Danceland ballroom dominated by a ceiling mirror ball.
      

      
       Frank abandoned wilderness amusements in favor of driving through Monroe County in
         his Model T sedan, selling laundry detergent for ten cents a bottle. Their stepfather
         Alfred wasn’t immune to the job shuffle. When he was laid off from the Piano Works
         in 1937, May would have nothing to do with welfare. Her husband soon took a job, at
         $9 a week, with the Public Works Administration, Franklin Roosevelt’s massive make-work
         program for the millions of unemployed. Alfred built trails and small buildings in
         Mendon Ponds Park until a few years later, when he returned to the Piano Works, laboring
         in the building’s power plant. He was back at the bottom, shoveling coal into the
         building’s boilers, just as he had on the Iowa, slowly moving up the job ladder until he retired many years later.
      

      
       When Ernie’s railroad car rehab work dried up, he was fine with the unemployment
         cash. His first check was for $21. “That was big money there, for doing nothing,”
         he says. Like the price of a movie ticket, decades later he’s still carrying around
         seemingly insignificant figures in his head: seventy-five cents to carry a rich man’s
         golf bag, $15 a week to kill foxes, that 10-cent hamburger. It was the Depression,
         and every dime was important.
      

      
       Ernie was competitive, but he was also forward looking. The unemployment money gave
         him the chance to take classes in operating lathing and planing equipment at the college
         downtown, the grandly named Rochester Athenaeum and Mechanics Institute. It later
         became Rochester Institute of Technology, and by 1968, as was the case with many people
         and businesses, it had fled to the suburbs.
      

      
       “At that time, I had been hounding Gleason Works,” Ernie says. Gleason Works, even
         into the twenty-first century, was a long, oddly elegant factory sprawling a couple
         of blocks along Rochester’s University Avenue. Back then, the company’s major function
         was cutting gears for heavy military armaments. After his short period of unemployment
         and college courses, early in 1938 Ernie was hired as a Gleason Works machinist, working
         the gear-cutting machinery for sixty-five cents an hour.
      

      
       Just as the jobs had been racing through his hands, other aspects of Ernie’s life
         were accelerating as well. His mother was ill. Peritonitis, it was at first thought,
         an inflammation of the abdominal wall.
      

      
       “They didn’t know what it was,” Ernie says. “They opened her up, saw what it was,
         closed her up, that was it. It was just a matter of time.” Colon cancer claimed her
         a few months later.
      

      
      And as if making up for lost time, the kid who couldn’t talk to girls at East Rochester
         High School now had a girlfriend, Ruth Naramore. Life was looking up as the Depression
         faded from the landscape. World War II had erupted, and the U.S. economy benefited
         from the chaos, manufacturing goods and weapons for other people’s battles. “I was
         always optimistic,” Ernie says. “I could see it getting better.”
      

      
      The war and Ruth were two conflicts that Ernie didn’t see coming his way. 
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