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​A Sea Of Chocolate Milks: Lunchroom Monitor Confidential
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Serving the public good on the grade school Student Council was a perk limited to two fortunate students per classroom. The chosen few manned the bookstore in the mornings, helped in the central office, or, in my case, became lunchroom monitors. As a sixth grader, this meant being the only Gulliver in a gymnasium filled with first-grade Lilliputs. I accepted the challenge.

Most of the time, the job involved crowd control, with the occasional Shell Answer Man moments thrown in. We politely but firmly pointed out where the lunch-packing sheep could graze, and made sure they returned their trays to the proper hair-netted authorities. However, there was one situation that took up almost all of our time, and it only cost a nickel. Milk cartons.

Opening a chocolate milk carton at age six required motor skills usually reserved for age seven or above. The milks would hit the tables and immediately a sea of hands shot up. Monitors dutifully went from child to child, bending and unfolding every carton. Once in a while, we had a rogue “me do it myself”, but it only took one launch failure to bring him back to the fold. These kids today.
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​Petting Zoos: Can We Finally Stop Calling Them Fun?
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Petting zoos were always on the short list of budget-friendly things to do on a 1970s Saturday, along with matinee movies, skating rinks, mall crawling, and bowling. However, the petting zoo was the only option that could end with fecal matter and gauze bandages. The main takeaway from petting zoos was that really smelly animals can have bad days, too.

Petting zoos sounded so good on paper. We’d get to spend quality time with domesticated farm animals, and they wouldn’t have to produce eggs, milk, or meat for a while. Win, win. But petting zoo residents weren’t the usual breed of goat or sheep. Endless hours of unsolicited petting had left them bitter and cynical. We weren’t children to them, we were dried corn delivery systems. Never let them see the cup.

I don’t blame the captives at a petting zoo for taking the occasional ounce of flesh or chewing a random piece of clothing. They didn’t ask for this assignment, and I would probably do the same thing if I were in their position. I would hope the vending machines were filled with slices of pizza, though. Go ahead and pet me, kid, I’ve got nothing but time
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​The Hat Trick of Cool: MAGNUS Chord Organ, Clarinet, Accordion
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Before synthesizers named Korg or Yamaha took the stage, there was the wheezy, breezy home version called a MAGNUS chord organ. An electric motor blew life into the machine as young instrumentalists plunked out public domain songs like “After The Ball” and “The Man Who Broke The Bank At Monte Carlo”. The keys were numbered for our playing convenience, and the tone was positively asthmatic.

The next logical progression was the clarinet, beginning with rudimentary fourth-grade music lessons. You would think the first tune would be the timeless “Mary Had A Little Lamb”, but before you can sail, you must learn to “Lightly Row”. I spent a few years trying to master the swizzle stick, but rented instruments had a shelf life. I did manage to transition from the paint-by-number school to actual sight-reading, so it wasn’t a total loss.

In Ohio during the '70s, if you didn’t have an accordion, the state issued one. A Pentecostal minister loaned me his accordion so I could play in the church orchestra. We learned all of the songs in the hymnal, plus dozens of contemporary choruses and special music. Today, I’m the organist for a small Methodist church. I still haven’t broken the bank at Monte Carlo, however.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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For those who don’t know, an emu is a flightless bird ostensibly native to Australia, but I personally think that’s a cover story. In the ‘90s, emu farms became a cottage industry in the States, with the selling point of profitable meat, leather, feathers, and oil. Would-be farmers only had to keep a few dozen of these in the back forty and reap the benefits. The only part of the emu that survived the decade was its attitude. People were left with flocks of VERY angry birds.

So I’m visiting my mother-in-law at a rehabilitation center in rural Alabama, and I discovered a wildlife sanctuary of sorts next to the facility. There were wild turkeys, a few goats, pigs, and a pair of emu bullies from the wrong side of the pen. It was clear they controlled all of the food action, gobbling up anything we tossed over the fence. I had a pack of peanut butter crackers in  my hand, and one of them noticed.

For a brief moment, I made eye contact and saw three million years of evil behind those red eyes. The next few seconds were a blur as the emu’s beak made contact, broke my grip, and snagged the crackers. As I nursed my hand and admitted to my wife she was right all along, my thoughts turned to meat, leather, feathers, and oil.
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​Eight-Track Tapes: NOT The Cutting Edge of ‘70s Technology
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If you truly wanted Frampton to come alive in your brother’s 1974 El Camino, you were going to do it through the courtesy of an eight-track tape player. Vinyl records may have been great on the portable hi-fi, but not in a moving vehicle. Eight-track tapes were designed specifically to take whatever abuse you could dish out, and conveniently fit in a gorilla-approved Samsonite suitcase.

The main problem with eight-track tapes could be summed up in one nonsense word: KERCHUNK. Unlike vinyl albums, eight-tracks featured four channels that were not necessarily synched with the songs. When it was time to switch channels, Robert Plant would just stop singing about hedgerows, there would be a loud kerchunk, and dead air for at least 30 seconds before he’d buy that stairway. Meanwhile, you could hear all of the other tracks playing in reverse, like testimony in a backward masking trial.

A total lack of navigation also brought down the eight-track tape. If you wanted to boogie down to Disco Inferno, you’d have to punch through every channel until you got somewhere in the neighborhood. There was no fast forward or reverse, and if the tape lasted longer than the album, channel 4 featured 20 minutes of pure nothing. Welcome to our nightmare.
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