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Memory, native to this valley, will spread over it like a grove, and memory will grow into legend, legend into song, song into sacrament.
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I dedicate this book to the city and people I grew up with on the banks of the Mississippi River. You have given me a mythology rich in adventure and imagination.






PROLOGUE

This Ichnolite of Mine

“A writer—and, I believe, generally all persons—must think that whatever happens to him or her is a resource.”

—Susan Sontag

Quincy, Illinois, is more than provincial — it is preserved in amber like an insect. The architecture of the city points to a time when it once was prosperous. Brick homes in crumbling disrepair that overlook the river still maintain an elegance of once being inhabited by a thriving merchant class. Today they are inhabited by the poor or abandoned altogether. Then there are the mansions off of Main Street that were built and maintained by rich industrialists at the turn of the 19th into the 20th century. Some of those have given way to being divided up into apartments, and in one case, a dormitory. The original aristocracy has long ago died, and their companies have often died with them or moved elsewhere. The downtown is filled with old brick bastions that still have their old names fading on walls like pictographs of an extinct people.

Mark Twain mentions in his Life on the Mississippi, written in the 1850s, how Quincy was once a city of great promise and commerce:

In the beginning Quincy had the aspect and ways of a model New England town: and these she has yet; broad, clean streets, trim, neat dwellings and lawns, fine mansions, stately blocks of commercial buildings. And there are ample fair-grounds, a well-kept park, and many attractive drives; library, reading-rooms, a couple of colleges, some handsome and costly churches, and a grand court-house, with grounds which occupy a square. The population of the city is thirty thousand. There are some large factories here, and manufacturing, of many sorts, is done on a great scale.

The town I grew up in a century later in the 1950s and 60s was still around thirty thousand with little of the industrial potential it once had during Mark Twain’s life. Decay had set in in many sectors of the town. Of the multiple causes of this decay, the most profound was Quincy’s location. Whereas once riverboat and barge traffic made the town thrive, it became increasingly less relevant in the era of railroads and trucks. Quincy was bypassed by modern highway systems and the railroads. Major industries moved out because they needed to be closer to distribution centers and more concentrated populations. And while Quincy tried to maintain itself, it became a victim like many cities in the rust belt.

For you, that may sound like a sad story. Yet I thrived in Quincy’s demise. For all my life, I have had an intimate relationship with decay. Maybe it’s a genetically programmed predisposition to be a hunter-gatherer of junk. My brothers all had the same addiction of combing alleys, trash sites, and abandoned houses to find treasure: rusty nails that could be straightened and reused, porcelain pans to build a fire under, and pieces of tin that sounded like thunder. The riverfront with all its abandoned industries and railroad paraphernalia were rich ore for children who thought they were combing the ruins of a lost city (which, of course, we were).

Rust, peeling paint, smells of musty wood, sharp-edged broken windows, and collapsing porches — none of these discouraged our ardor for exploring and collecting. What about lockjaw from stepping on a rusty nail, what about infections from cuts, what about germs? Irrelevant. Perhaps, that is why when I first saw the paintings of Ivan Albright in The Art Institute of Chicago in my early twenties, I identified with his sense of beauty poignantly hidden in the deterioration of people and things. That was my Quincy, and Albright’s painting “That Ichnolite of Mine” provided me with a focus of how I felt about time held in decaying abeyance, like a leather suitcase in an attic. I had seen in real life not only the decaying objects that Ivan Albright depicted but also the deteriorated people. I know the Ida living in the lost elegance of the Newcomb Hotel as she is portrayed in Albright’s “Into the World There Came a Soul Called Ida.” I know that farmer’s wife next to the wood stove in “The Farmer’s Kitchen.” I’ve seen the spent flesh of the soldiers at Soldiers Home in “And God Created Man in His Own Image.”
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“That Ichnolite of Mine” by Ivan Albright



An ichnolite is a fossil footprint. The remnants of a golden age in Quincy sink slowly into a sedimentary layer. Soon what we were will be lost like the sea deposits that made our bluffs. One of the reasons for my writing this book is to make a fossil that could be found by later generations, just like I have found with wonder the crinoids and trilobites in the limestone of our area. Mark Twain, whose childhood was only 15 miles away from Quincy, has certainly made a footprint of dinosaur proportions about his own time. Of course, without even trying to be humble, I seek a lesser remembrance for my childhood city. The question, then, becomes — is a blip of time (1950s and 60s) spent by an obscure person on an obscure bend in the river worthy of remembrance? I have convinced myself that it is.

First of all, on the imaginative level, I believe there is a sense today that such a provincial and parochial existence is something to be disposed of as soon as possible. In general, our present culture tells us to eschew the ordinary and go out and encounter the unique and awesome. You should travel to Athens to see the Parthenon, take a Viking cruise down the Danube, and watch the running of the bulls in Pamplona. That you would stay in one small place on earth is viewed as a deprivation of the imagination.

In my book, I would like to put forth a challenge to the myth of the dullness of a small city. I find plenty of dullness everywhere I go. Being stimulated every minute is a kind of restless dullness. My imagination was never stultified by my small-town existence. The people, their stories, the nooks and crannies of the town and surrounding areas, the religions, the soil, etc. all held their mysteries and abilities to move the imagination. This dullness that people point to in small-town existence is more a matter of failure of imagination by the outsider than anything inherent in the place.

I think the people and the stories found in this memoir will satisfy your imagination in a Dickensian way. “The little people” are not little people at all. The uneducated can be wise; and the educated can be fools. There is always and everywhere in small towns someone like Emily Dickinson, untraveled and unknown during her lifetime, that looks out her window and is sustained by all she sees and hears. I know that I have seen her behind laced curtains as I walked the city as a child.

Writers very often try to keep something of the past alive. My memoir does this, but it does more than mere preservation — it tries to point out what was lost with an eye to the present and future. Each chapter in my book ends with the heading “Backward Forward.” In essence, these conclusions try to suggest parts of the past that can bring insight to what we have become and what we could do to change. For instance, a friend of mine said to me, “I don’t know if your childhood is possible anymore.” Is this a good or bad thing? I have two chapters in my book, “Play: Ways and Means” and “Play: The Games A-Foot Or A Yard,” about childhood and play. These chapters certainly beg to be compared with children being raised in the present. How does the child surrounded with electronic media fare with the past child surrounded with nature? Do we need to make adjustments to the experiences introduced to children in the future? “Backward Forward” after each chapter is my commentary of what parts of the past might be relevant today and tomorrow.

What qualifies anyone to write a memoir? Too often today, I find that publishers and agents only want memoirs that are sensational — Ten Years as a Sex Slave, [Fill in Celebrity’s Name] Battle with Addiction, Working in the Trump White House, etc. My memoir does not qualify under the categories of famous, infamous, or sensational. My memoir is about the love of a place, and its “ordinary” people. To write such a memoir in the present milieu requires something that just doesn’t happen as often — bonding with a place and experiencing homesickness.

As places become everywhere or anywhere and as people become increasingly mobile and mobile-phoned, places are not blanketed with legend and mythology. I cannot see my childhood city without the patina of stories. Others who come to Quincy see an exhausted Midwestern town that matches the muddy waters of the Mississippi River. But I see it as of yore as rich as the medieval castles.

Pity me not. Perhaps, my memoir may make you pity yourself for not having a similar sustaining sense of home. Maybe today’s opioid crisis, mass shootings, and suicides are the result of current feelings of displacement. Commercial wealth, after all, does not provide belonging. Where is home? Whose stories do we continue to tell?

My ancestors, the Settles, who were once a bright thread in the fabric of Quincy history, are all gone. We were not the movers and shakers of Quincy. We were not the salt of the earth kind of people. I don’t think anyone would have called us “good.” We were bartenders. We were entertainers. We were rascals. And we were fun.

This memoir is my ichnolite on the alluvial shores of the Mississippi River. Sediment turning to fossil — pick it up or dismiss it, skip it across a creek like a stone, or keep it in a cabinet as a curiosity like a geode with a dull cover and crystals inside.
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CHAPTER 1

Play: Ways and Means

“The highest poetic endeavor has its inception in the child’s need to be what he wants to understand, and to express that knowledge in some outward form.”

—The Ecology of Imagination in Childhood by Edith Cobb

“Marty, Larry, Kirby, come out and play.” Early morning and outside our bedroom we were being serenaded by Richie Higgins or the Meyers brothers, or Clive Courty or Steve Hull or combinations thereof. That’s how it was done in our neighborhood if you wanted your friends to come out to play. You could do this because people did not have air conditioners. You could do this because people had screens on their windows to stay as cool as possible at night. We knew where everyone’s bedroom windows were. So, we sang through the screens our invitations to play. No knocking on doors or ringing doorbells or phoning.

There were no organized activities. I don’t remember ever having an adult appear in our neighborhood play group. We usually assembled under a tree until some inspiration moved us, and then we’d be off like autumn leaves in a breeze. The menu for the day could include a variety of activities from just roaming alleys to baseball games in the park nearby to building camps to playing cards. We were unsupervised and could appear in a variety of places like quanta — some with permission, some without.

Neighbors were not surprised or upset if we went through their backyards (except “Old Lady Walbrink,” who liked to keep her yard pristine; even the weeds were afraid of her.) Sometimes we popped up at the lumberyard for materials, the parks for baseball games, the brickyard for war, the college campus to explore, or Soldiers Home to catch crawdads. At all these places, adults hardly gave us a second look — just kids at play; leave them be.

It would be easy to assume that parents were blissfully ignorant of the dangers that their children might encounter. Au contraire. The Depression generation knew all the bad things that could happen to children: infected cuts that could lead to lockjaw, pneumonia that still killed, polio, falls from trees, drowning in the river, etc. These were toughened people who had been through two World Wars, poverty and rationing, adjusting to a new country (my mother was a child of immigrants), work-related deaths, and more. One of the most salient features of this generation was their lack of self-pity. It was not a blissful ignorance of danger that allowed them to let their children run free; it was the belief that their children needed to be able to be toughened up by independent experiences.

The traditional gender roles and the economy at the time contributed to this free-wheeling, child-rearing, lifestyle. Fathers went to work all day with little time for children but, unlike today, they were capable of earning enough money to keep the family afloat financially. Mothers stayed at home and took care of the domestic business of cooking, cleaning, child rearing, and “husbandry” (my special usage for the servant qualities wives provided for their husbands).

In the 50s, taking care of the house and children was a lot of work. For example —maintaining clothes. There were no electric washers and dryers. The women in our neighborhood washed clothes in a tub with a scrub board, rinsed and squeezed them out by either twisting them or running them through hand-cranked rollers (one step away from going to a creek and beating your clothes on a rock). Drying them entailed taking baskets of laundry outside and hanging them in the sun. Every household had clotheslines outside stretched between two T-shaped posts. I could always tell it was Monday when I looked up the block to see the neighborhood’s sheets billowing like a Spanish armada. I can still picture my mother with a bag of clothespins in a pouch and three or four in her teeth, draping our underwear over the line and fastening them with clothespins (it was no secret what kind of underwear everyone on the block wore.)

This weary chore of washing and drying was followed up by the equally onerous task of ironing the laundry. There was no permanent press at this time. Housewives stood for hours at an ironing board with a soda bottle filled with water. The bottle had a shower nozzle, so that it could be used to moisten the cloth before ironing. They did this without having the luxury of watching TV, as there were no TVs. Finally, they patched and sewed clothes, adding another level to just this single area of responsibility — maintaining clothes and linens for the family.

My two brothers and I were often not allowed to be inside the house and be underfoot. Mom would shoo us out the door and tell us not to come back until lunch. She was not about to entertain us and had no suggestions of what we should do to entertain ourselves. She didn’t completely ignore us, however. Occasionally, she brought out snacks with Kool Aid, which we enjoyed on the shaded backsteps. And even though we thought she wasn’t paying attention, she did have this “second sight.” No matter how nonchalantly we walked by her, trying to sneak something out of the house, she’d just take a glance at us and say:

“Stop. Look at me. You’re hiding something.”

“No, Mom. Just got a drink of water, and now I’m going back out to play.”

“What’s that bulge in your pants?”

“Oh, that. Well, that’s just Dad’s wire cutters and nail punch. I didn’t think he’d care if we used them.”

“I see. Put them on the table.”

How did she do that! It definitely dissuaded me later in life from ever becoming a thief. If I were on Mission Impossible, I’d be caught in the first two minutes of the show.

Thus, the mothers without a lot of the time saving devices did not have time to play, nor did the fathers feel up to playing much with their children after an exhausting day at the factory that often entailed more than forty hours a week. As children of lower middle-class families, you had to create your own fun and games in the neighborhood. And we did.

Serendipitous Play of the Alley Ways

A day of play in the summer had many parts. One of the parts had to do with just roaming. I call this kind of play serendipitous play. You never knew what you might come upon or whom you might come across to make your day interesting. It was opportunistic. Of all the places we roamed, I would say alley ways were our favorite. Our main focus, however, was on the alley’s edges. It was like looking at what had washed up on a river’s shores. Many people put things at the alley’s edge that they were going to throw away or, perhaps, use in some remote future. These items we viewed with an eye to future uses.

Stacks of boards with the nails still in them could be taken back to our neighborhood for nail recycling and camp building. Once I remember building a teepee with burlap bags our neighbors were throwing away. Round garbage can lids made for great shields and, if we armed ourselves with sticks, we could re-enact Viking raids. We never stole the lids, but we did batter them up quite a bit. What we did steal was backyard fruit.

Many of the people of the Depression grew fruit trees in their backyards to supplement their food supplies: apples, apricots, pears, cherries, and peaches. From the alleys, you could raid these trees of their largess. We knew early in life about forbidden fruit, and the fruit stolen from these trees often tasted much better than anything our mothers bought from the store. Approaching fruit trees from the alley gave us the advantage of a furtive raid. We would strip fruit from the side of the tree facing the alley, which hid us from view of the owner’s house. Occasionally, we were caught in the act. Mrs. Hartsell would come after us wielding a rake with the fury of a wounded animal. But we easily avoided her blows and went laughing up the alley. Another neighbor Mr. Smith tried to keep us from his fecund apricot tree. Never have I experienced apricots in such profusion or with such flavor. We’d watch his house until he drove off to work (he was an old bachelor), then we would take over his tree like a flock of starlings. We would sit on the branches and rain down seeds for an hour. Too often, I ate myself to sickness and spent the rest of the day with a stomachache.

One day we came across a fruit we had never seen before. It had a nice, smoky orange color and was as large as a golf ball. When we were about to raid it, the owner appeared. I’ll let my poem tell you the rest:


Persimmon Tree in Eden

Mr. Smith’s apricots

a delicate orange in profusion

called to us like a waterfall

we scouted his departure

then took the tree

away from the squirrels

seeds rained down from limbs

polished red Hartsell apples

required military maneuvers

hiding behind the garage

then crawling on bellies to tree base

fruit tasted best

when we outran Mrs. Hartsell

wielding her rake

we were aware of all

the subtleties of pears –

russet, yellow with red blush,

and green hard enough

to take out a tooth

we knew peaches that were spotted

and wouldn’t give up their seeds

we felt invulnerable in our stealth

with getaway abilities

of spider monkeys

Then we came upon a strange fruit

smoky orange, plump,

smaller than an apricot

the owner surprised us

before we could run

he praised the persimmon’s sweetness

he picked and offered each a fruit

“bite large” he said

and he smiled

watching our awakening

to a bitter moral order



If you haven’t tasted ripe persimmons, you do not know their mouth-puckering power. They are filled with tannin and very bitter. In order to be eaten, they must be bletted, that is, progress beyond ripening to the rotting stage. Needless to say, that from our encounter with persimmons, we learned to be a little more discriminating in our choice of fruit and a bit humbler about being able to outfox adults.

My brothers and I had a particular stretch of alley that intrigued us more on an aesthetic level rather than utilitarian. The alley abutted a machine shop, which had old rusty engines and parts that would spill out into the alley. Since we had no mechanical knowledge or familiarity with engines, we found these rusty parts as archeological totems left behind by some extinct race. They were just as interesting to us as finding seashells on a beach. We collected these and marveled over their shapes and wondered what purpose they had originally served. You would think this alley would be picked clean after a while, but it amazed us that there was some new object with a numinous glow to be put in one of our treasure, cigar boxes.

What is most amazing about this alley of forgotten engine parts is that it had a profound significance on the futures of my brothers and me. This is the part of serendipitous play that defies some of the logic of organized play. We cannot know what we come across unthinkingly that will imprint itself upon our minds. The collecting of metal objects in an alley led to my present avocation as an assemblage artist — an unexpected result that only makes sense in retrospect. The mystery of objects is one of the foundations of assemblage art. The first time that I saw Joseph Cornell’s work, I immediately understood what he was all about, and I wanted to emulate him.

As I search in dumpsters and in the streets for junk to make my sculptures at 73, I am a child again, and I feel the wonder of every object having an otherworldly existence. Andre Breton, a founder of surrealism, said, “Beautiful as the chance encounter of a sewing machine and an umbrella on an operating table.” This is what my sculptures are about — building unusual habitats for objects so that we can truly see them in a different light.

My brothers, too, found their futures influenced by their alley days. My brother Larry ran an antique store until he retired. This career required him to go through other people’s junk in yard sales, estate sales, auctions, and furniture cast away on the side of the road. This work resonated a lot with his childhood, and his “job” seemed more like play.

Although my brother Kirby has not made any avocation or vocation out of junk, he has always combed the thrift shops for art, books, and clothing. He could easily afford all these things by paying full price. But why do this when he can immerse himself in other people’s throw-a-ways and find treasure.

We continue to be the three musketeers of the alley ways, even as old as we are. Who could have predicted that? Who could have decided that ferreting things from alleys could be a good career path and should be introduced into the educational curriculum? No one, course, yet not having a parent behind us telling us not to roam the dirty alleys and pick up rusty and moldy objects allowed us to deeply engage in an activity that led our imaginations to higher ground. The imagination often does not have any poverty.

The Games A-Foot Or a Yard

There was a whole host of games we played, and we were never given the rules by grownups. Either someone had learned the game somewhere else, or we made up the rules, or made up the game. We played the major national sports of baseball, basketball, and football. Of these three, baseball reigned supreme in the fifties, and we played it the most.

We were a ragtag group with ragtag equipment when we played baseball very similar to the baseball team in the movie The Sandlot. A neighborhood baseball game required the contributions from all the participants — gloves, bats, and balls. If it weren’t for black electrical tape, most of these games wouldn’t have been played. The life of a baseball in our group was long, indeed, because once we beat the cover off, we wrapped it in electrical tape and continued to use it. It was the same with cracked bats, whose lives were extended with electrical tape. Occasionally, someone would contribute a new ball. After all of us taking a sniff of its new leather and getting a feel for the ridges of its lacings, we proceeded to beat the hell out of it, until it became old before its time and had to be swaddled in black tape.

Location was another problem. First of all, we played hardball, finding softball too sissified for our tastes. When we could, we’d go to nearby Berrian Park to play. We usually made our own ball diamond, using trees and sticks as bases. At the far end of the park, there were official ball diamonds, but these were directly in the sun and often taken by older boys before we got there.

Often, we just played in our backyards. Backyard baseball was fraught with danger. Knocking out windows, for instance, and then having to retrieve the ball from a neighbor’s house. That usually entailed repayment and a lecture. Baseballs occasionally entered into a fenced-in yard with an earnest watchdog. Weeds and gardens ate up baseballs, and we often had to spend inordinate time trying to find out where a ball was hiding — we could ill afford to lose a ball because there was not another. Finally, we had to find a place that had a natural backstop for pitched balls. We never had a catcher because the equipment was too expensive and, without equipment, the position was too dangerous. I remember once someone trying to be a catcher ended up getting 15 stitches on the side of his head because he got too close to the batter.

The Settle backyard fit the bill nicely for pick-up baseball. We had a corner lot with a street on one side of our playing area, eliminating windows and gardens on one side. The brick wall of our house made a good backstop and the brick garage on the far side of the yard stopped line drives from going too far. We played so often in our backyard that grass did not grow for years on our pitcher’s mound, batting box, and bases.

Besides games that required equipment and fields, we played many games that seemed to sweep our fancy for a limited time. One summer, we were intensely interested in hopscotch. All hopscotch required was rocks — a rock to draw the hopscotch shaped on the sidewalk and a pitching rock for each player. King of the Hill was another non-equipment game. We had banks along our backyard, which enabled us to have one or more persons to claim they were king of the hill. The rest of us would rush them to cast them to bottom of the hill to replace them as king. Yes, it was a Tide Laundry Detergent commercial moment after a session of King of the Hill.

If it were really too hot to engage in physical activity, we’d gather under a shade tree to play a variety of card games or to take out our baseball cards and make trades with the others. Those that had new cards still wrapped up would have the pleasure of opening them to see if they had Stan Musial, Mickey Mantle, or Willie Mays. Then, we’d chew on the flat, pink rectangles of bubble gum provided with the pictures. I can only describe this bubble gum as industrial; it was one step away from being a building material or tiling for a shower. To work a piece of ball card, bubble gum into a chewable wad meant breaking it into shards in your mouth that often painfully punctured your gums. Then, you ground these shards into smaller particles that eventually adhered liked putty. After all that work, the taste of the gum lasted about five minutes.

Other games that were played often were marbles, hide-n-seek, tag, and statue. Unfortunately for us, we had an all-boy neighborhood. This anomaly does not allow me to comment on games that girls played. I can tell you there was quite a distinction between girl and boy games at the time. Even our recesses at school separated boys and girls. However, there was some overlap. As I’ve pointed out, we loved hopscotch, even though that game in general was relegated to girls. Also, we loved jumping rope, but only as individuals. We never had a person on each end of a rope with one, two, or more jumpers in the middle reciting some rhyme. That was strictly for girls.

Without trying to make a comprehensive list, I think the salient points about these games is that we refereed ourselves, and we were facile in adjusting any game to our needs and circumstances. Secondly, we had an array of ages and talents playing these games. In our group there was a five-year gap between oldest and youngest. Also, we had a steep differential in talent, not only because of age but because of physical impediments — being overweight or having poor vision; and psychological impediments — no passion for sports but deeply interested in other areas of our activities where he could shine (building, mechanical knowledge, camping, etc.). All these variations were accommodated, although sometimes somewhat embarrassingly when choosing sides (there were no adjustments made to make you feel better, if you were chosen last). We did not need official leagues to play. We had a league of our own.

Foul Is Fair and Fair Is Foul

“Foul is fair and fair is foul” is a line from MacBeth spoken by the witches. In the context of the play, it’s about MacBeth not being able to distinguish between appearances and reality. But I have appropriated the quote for a different context — baseball. How do you fairly determine if the ball that was hit is a fair ball or a foul ball? Without umpires and referees in our games, we had to make these decisions ourselves, and we had methods to do so.

First of all, fairness is a concept that runs deep in children. They come by it not only through adults but even from their primate past. Studies by Sarah F. Brosnan and Frans B. M. de Waal have revealed that brown capuchin monkeys have strong sense of fairness and won’t play a game if they think it isn’t fair. So, you can believe when children devise their own rules, they must be fair, else players will quit, and there were no players in the wings to take their place.

We had various rhymes to insure the fairness of most processes. These rhymes were a means to make sure decisions were made by chance and, thus, were fair. Here’s an example:


Aka baka soda baka, aka baka doo

Aka baka soda baka, out goes you



There were variations on this:


Aka baka soda cracker, aka baka boo -

Aka baka soda cracker, out goes you!



One person would say the rhyme and point at a different person as he said each word. The last person pointed to was selected for a particular reason: he may be it in a game of tag; first to choose sides; first to sit out a game, if the sides were unequal; be the person to use an extra glove that was available, etc. The same rhyme could be used to determine a foul or fair ball, if there was no consensus.

Another of these rhymes was:


One potato, two potatoes, three potatoes - four

Five potatoes, six potatoes, seven potatoes - more

Eight potatoes, nine potatoes, ten potatoes - all

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten



Every time you say a number and a potato, you point to a person as well as the number at the end of the line. The last line requires you to point for each number.

All of these rhymes came from England and Ireland. I say this in preparation for the next rhyme, which can be blamed on the Brits for its racist element. Thankfully, this was eventually eliminated in the U.S., but not before we learned the racist part.


Eeny, meeny, miny, moe

Catch a [N-word] by the toe

If he hollers let him go,

Eeny, meeny, miny, moe

My mother told me

To pick the very best one

And that is Y-O-U



The N-word in this rhyme was later replaced (and with good reason) with “Tiger.” (As a side point about the Brits and the N-word, Agatha Christie first published her book And Then There Were None in 1939 under the title Ten Little N-words. It was changed when it was published in the States a year later.)

Besides rhymes, we had other ways to make fair decisions — drawing straws or sticks. The person that got the short straw was selected or eliminated. The bat toss was a method used to see which team would bat first in baseball. This entailed throwing a baseball bat in the air with another person catching it as best he could with one hand in the middle of the bat shaft. Then an opposing team player would wrap his hand above the other person’s hand. They would climb up the bat with their hands alternating. When they reached the top of the handle, the person who had room to cover knob was the winner.

Weapons of Least and Most Destruction

We LOVED the idea of war. We loved playing games that assimilated battle. Since we were post-war Baby Boomers, our imaginations were full of the gallantry of war. There were reminders everywhere of WWII. Army surplus was everywhere — canteens with olive canvas belts and pouches; ammunition satchels, which my brothers and I used for school bags; army helmets and liners; metal ammo boxes; and more. Army surplus stores flourished. Many of our fathers were WWII veterans, and we went to parades with them and watched them proudly marching. All of us wanted to follow in this great tradition of the warrior.

We’d take over the entire neighborhood and the park nearby to play our war games. We had real helmets and fake guns. Hiding behind garages, in trees, and below embankments, we’d each try to seek and destroy the enemy. The surprise attacks resulted in few deaths; we would refuse to die at distances greater than a yard from a shooter, always assuming our enemy had very poor aim. But if we did die, let’s say by a pinecone grenade, it was very dramatic with writhing in agony on the turf or doing acrobatic leaps before hitting the ground.

The green plastic army soldiers in classic poses of heaving a grenade, shooting a bazooka, or shooting from a prone position were popular toys in less expansive games of war. Everyone had some items to add to a small, pretend battlefield, including tanks, cannons, battleships, and war planes. We supplied all the sounds that went with the shooting, explosions, airplanes being shot down, and killing.
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Larry, Marty, Kirby — Reporting for duty, Sir



“Cowboys and Indians” was another game that filled our minds with weaponry and epic heroics. Cap-gun six shooters were popular as well as bows with suction cup arrows. While it was hard to get people to be Nazis (if we had to, we’d resort to one of the choosing games mentioned above), it was easy to get people to be “Indians.” Many liked the stereotypic stealthy ways and war whoops of the Native Americans and felt no compunction about capturing the invasive cowboys and tying them to a clothesline pole, ready to be roasted. Our sense of who “Indians” were or what to call them had not entered into the consciousness of the times.

While the games above required toy weapons, we all wanted the real deal. And most of us had ready access to and ownership of things that were weapons or were dangerous and could be easily used as weapons: hatchets, bows and arrows with metal tips, firecrackers (cherry bombs and M80s), slingshots, knives, BB guns, pellet pistols, rifles, and shotguns. Oddly, it never occurred to us to use them against each other. The demarcation of their usage was clear and sacred: war games meant fake weapons; real weapons meant no war games.

The most ubiquitous of dangerous objects was the pocketknife. A pocketknife was almost a requirement for a boy from first grade on. My playmates all had a variety of pocketknives from Case and Buck knives to Switch blades, which friends and relatives brought back from Mexico. We played a number of games using our pocketknives, our favorite of which was Stretch.


Rules of Stretch



Stretch had two opponents facing each other about two to three feet apart with their legs together. The person going first tried to stick his pocketknife in the ground about 12 inches to the side of the feet of the other. If the knife stuck upright, the opponent had to keep one foot planted while “stretching” the other to the knife. Then it was the other person’s turn, and he tried to stretch his opponent. When you both were stretched, there was a way that you could return to your original, unstretched position: you had to stick your knife between the legs of your opponent. Of course, if you didn’t stick your blade upright, you remained stretched. The game ended when one of the players could not be stretched any farther.

Kids practiced sticking their knives in the ground. This was good for your aim and good for your knife, as soil was better to clean your blade with than any commercial product. The better you were with sticking your knife, the better chance that you had to win at Stretch. Also, it helped if you were flexible and could do the splits. As a middle-aged adult, I tried to teach Stretch with my pocketknife to the children of one of my friends. The mother almost passed out when I had them try to stick the knife between each other’s legs. Times change, and “Mr. Marty” was not always a welcome guest to houses with children.

Besides games, we whittled on sticks with our pocketknives, usually sharpening the ends of sticks to make more knives or spears. Knives with damaged handles were good for sticking in trees. Over time, I got quite good at throwing a knife at a vertical target. Again, a skill that today’s parents don’t want me passing on to their children. Did kids receive cuts from using their knives? Indeed, they did, but nothing requiring stitches; only mercurochrome and Band-Aids. No big deal.

Blade weapons captivated the imagination of many boys in my time. Besides pocketknives, we had arsenals of other kinds of knives: machetes (some from WWII in the Philippines), Bowie knives, hunting knives (my brother Kirby had one with a deer hoof handle), serrated fishing knives, combat knives, and throwing knives. Some had scabbards that fit on your belt. Most of these knives weren’t very useful, but we coveted their possibilities for “self-defense.”

The knife I coveted the most, but could not use for play, was the dagger that my father brought back from Germany. It had a metal scabbard and a handle made of wood that was carved to fit the hand. On the handle was an eagle with the Nazi swastika in its talons. When you took out the blade, which fit snuggly and required some effort to get out of the scabbard, you could see embossed on the blade the words “Alles Fur Deutschland” (All is for Germany). The SA dagger was not only beautifully designed, but it had the mythology of my warrior father behind it, who took it off a soldier he had killed entering into the city of Metz. Occasionally, I got to show my friends this knife, and we all sat worshipfully around it, knowing its history.

To BB or not to BB

Anything that delivered a projectile was highly valued in our tribal society. Some were homemade like rubber guns that stretched pieces of bicycle tire tubing across a wooden gun shape. These ultra large rubber bands were released by a clothes pin, but they had very little potential to hurt anyone. However, sling shots made with the same materials could deliver quite a blow. They could put out an eye, shatter a streetlight, or kill a bird. The ammunition for these was plentiful because the alleys were full of rocks of the right size.

A real rite of passage, though, was getting your first Daisy Red Ryder BB-gun, levered action like the rifles of the Old West. Even though a slingshot was more accurate and probably delivered a harder blow, the bb-gun was a “real” rifle to us and just one step away from graduating to the capital B — Bullets. A companion to the bb-gun was the pellet pistol that looked like a real .45 pistol. Armed with both of these, there was a propensity to want to hunt something. Looking back, I wish we had had more supervision in this area because some of our sadistic tendencies seemed to be released by having guns in our hands. Stinging stray dogs and cats with bb’s is something we never did with slingshots, but we did with our air rifles. Also, killing birds (again I say this with the greatest distaste) was something we liked to do. Thankfully, these weapons were about as accurate as a blunderbuss.

If you’ve read Jean Shepherd’s book In God We Trust: All Others Pay Cash or seen the movie based on the book, A Christmas Story, Ralphie, the main character represents most boys’ desire for a bb-gun in this time period. Most mothers protested with the same words as Ralphie’s mother, “You’re going to put somebody’s eye out.” But this was not a problem in our group, since we never shot bb’s at each other.

The Incident

Of course, BB-guns would never ultimately satisfy our yearning for real weaponry. Our raison d'être was having our own real rifle or pistol, which was the real demarcation between childhood and adulthood. I had friends that had .22 rifles and shotguns, but they were never allowed to play with them like they could a ball bat or pocketknife. But they did hunt with their fathers and in this sense got to experience some real action.

My father was not a hunter, but we did have a sweet, little Browning .22 semi-automatic rifle. It had a walnut stock with a notch on the side to slide in bullets. My father kept it broken down in a case in a closet. There were occasions when he took us out to shoot, but these were rare. They didn’t begin to satisfy my craving to squeeze off shots accurately at targets 50 yards away. That was the primary cause of “the incident.”

I call it “the incident” because it should have been one, but it wasn’t. One summer day when I was bored, I decided I was tired of waiting for the next time to shoot. Why not, I thought, take the rifle out for a spin myself? Stealthily, I went to the closet where the rifle was kept, took it out of its case and assembled it. Even though my father thought he had hidden the packages of .22 long shells, I knew right where they were in his sock drawer. I put a box of these in my back pocket. My next problem would be trickier — to get past my mother, who could always psychically tell when I was up to something.

I needed to create a diversion of some sort and what better resource than a younger brother? Younger brothers could be talked into about anything with a bribe, and my middle brother Larry was more than willing to help me out if he got to shoot. He distracted our mother with some bogus problem while I slipped out the screen door with gun and ammo. It wasn’t long before we were walking down 12th Street, a main street in town, with me carrying the rifle on my shoulder like a parade soldier. We were not sneaking around in any way, but bold in our unconscious violation of societal norms.

Perhaps it was because these were the days of boys hunting that no one stopped us. Or maybe people didn’t associate gun violence with young boys. Whatever the reason, no one questioned what we were doing as we made our way to the creek behind Soldiers Home. It was here we began to shoot anything in sight — old cans, bottles, rotting stumps, squirrels, and birds. We had no concept of what the “mile range” meant on the package of bullets when we raised the rifle to shoot a bird off a telephone wire. I still cringe today when I think what kind of repercussions could have occurred with a bullet flying randomly for a mile. There were plenty of innocent people within that range who could have been injured or killed.

When we ran out of bullets and were satiated from shooting, we walked home in the same fashion, and again we were not deterred by any adult. When we got home, I cleaned and oiled the gun as I saw my dad do (the cleaning materials were in a third place). Then I put everything back in its place (I couldn’t replace the bullets, but there were enough packages that my father wouldn’t be aware that one was missing). I thought to myself that no one would ever be the wiser. And it was true — my brother and I got away with a kind of Ferris Bueller’s day in the sun, and we were wise enough to never try such a thing again.

As adults, Larry and I told my father what we had done. Even twenty years later, he was angry at us and self-castigating about how his role in not being more careful in his storage of bullets and gun. For a moment, my brother and I were children again and were awaiting some punishment to be meted out.

Another Genesis Story

Ironically, Abel was the name of the first young person to tragically die while I was in school. He was a contemporary, and he came to his demise not through a disgruntled brother but a shotgun. If you thought I have been a bit flippant about the dangers of guns, I am quite aware of their finality. Bill Abel was just entering his junior year in high school. He was a charming guy — smart, athletic, and popular. Certainly, he had before him a life of great promise. But he stepped into another world when he went hunting with his buddies, a common activity for teens in Quincy. He violated one of the rules of hunting and paid for it with his life: never lean your shotgun against a barbed wire fence when you’re crossing it. Abel did just that on September 8, 1963; the barbed wire caught the trigger, and Abel went to the land of Nod. His blood cried out to me from the ground at the time; my romance with the gun began to disintegrate.
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Correlations Past and Present

I think what is interesting about this era of lust for weaponry for boys is that for the most part it did not translate into adulthood. I cannot correlate my childhood love of weaponry with a continuing romance into adulthood. After high school, my brothers and I and friends pulled away from the imaginary roles of warrior and began getting into more salient needs: girls, for instance. Most girls were as impressed by a weapons’ collection as we were about a collection of Barbies. Our careers did not tend toward the military or law enforcement, where we realized we could be killed, but to tamer pursuits like teaching, engineering, social work, biology, etc. A more informed resistance to war became a hallmark of our response to the Viet Nam War.

If you look at the Baby Boomers in general, they were the first American generation that balked at war, protesting in large numbers with some ex-patriating to Canada. The Viet Nam war was a war of disillusionment for my generation. In my experiences in the army, I did not find highly charged patriots ready to die for their country. What I found was more drugs than I did when I was in college. The realities of war were made prominent by the first TV coverage of a war. The horrors of war replaced the gallantry, and fewer wanted to participate as they saw themselves as cannon fodder.

Today I ignore much of the chatter about the evil influences of violent video games. If such games were available when I was a youth, I would have attached myself to them like a limpet. And yet, I think the same results would have occurred — growing up and realizing that the way of strength in life is finding a career, a spouse, and a family. These run deeper in the psyche than the love of violence.

On the other hand, I do believe that a baptism of a sort occurred with Columbine. For certain individuals these images run deep, and there has been little success in erasing them from the collective unconscious. In my day in school with both gun availability and the accepted love of weapons, no one contemplated taking out their anger on classmates and teachers with guns. We definitely did not have better teens at the time, and we definitely had many reasons for hating our fellow students and teachers, but we had no images created by Klebold and Harris to fire up our imaginations. In this sense, Columbine was like a 9/11 in our society, and it changed the rules of the game.

Backward Forward

“Marty, Larry, Kirby” began our day as it ended our day: with our mothers calling us to supper. It was the way of all mothers in our neighborhood to stand on their stoops and call their children’s names, a kind of reveille for the end of the play day. Do this today and you would be disturbing the peace.

The important part of our days of play was that we were left to our own devices. I have come across children today that have schedules that are more complicated and filled than my professional life was — swimming lessons, computer camp, guitar lessons, soccer camp, play date with Billy, eat out, etc. There is little time in their schedules for “fruitful monotony” as Bertrand Russell would call it. Aimless roaming on one’s own and unsupervised play with other children seems to open up the imagination more than time spent with electronic devices.

Was the past a better way to raise children? I’m always reluctant to say we had it better than another generation. My father and mother thought they had it better, and my daughter, despite the fact she’s only thirty, looks down on the childhood of those following her. When I get together with my contemporaries, we bluster about our values and virtues and decry those of the succeeding generations. In our hearts, though, I think we try to suppress what was not good until we hardly remember the downsides to our times.


The Old Man Speaks through QuickTime

I was of the middle era

somewhere between the heart and brain

we still knew the chestnut tree

but we knew more of paper

I grew up by a creek with speckled trout

each house had a yard

each yard a garden

garter snakes fed on grasshoppers

I have seen the sun set

without the rainbow of engines

I have counted the Dipper’s stars

as neighbors talked on porches

I have swum naked in the pasture pond

that became the shopping mall

I have eaten wild apples

once I was bitten by a wedged-head snake

I have known storytellers

who spoke only in the darkness

and I have felt wilderness

surround the town

but you, my children, and children’s children

will not know Sabbaths

rituals of the moon.

your fast days will be fast

wherever you go

there is the light switch

fireplaces that burn

without wood

you bring space with you

there is no far, no near

you wonder like Lapps

information is your caribou

I have not lived to tell you

what is right or what is wrong

or to tell you one life

is better than another

there is danger in all life

in all ages, in all moments

no one I am certain

can ever escape this

carry my thumb drive like a shaman

carries an ancestor’s bones

load my image to speak once a year

dance by the monitor’s light

my ghost will say

it is more valuable

to know what you have lost

than what you have gained

my parents are in the ground

they come to me in dreams

speaking like fallen apples

pressing their lips to the earth

I shall not tell you all my grief

in electronic bites

but I counsel you

remembering soothes more than forgetting

does not the sea make death into a beach?

are not your genes castles of ancestors?

the silicon that was once sand

becomes the channeling chip

I am with you in all data

I am absence answering to your one

I am a footprint on alluvial shores

moons scratched on mastodon bones

keep this ritual until herds return to the plain

the gods are but flickering shadows of ourselves

measure yourself by the past’s faithfulness

this is the span of my palm
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