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About the Author

What you are about to read is the third edition of “American Boy”, but the first to tell the whole story. While the first editions left my story largely on my graduation night from Cole Camp High School, this edition tells the complete and unabridged story of my checkered adult years.

It’s not a pretty story, as I’ve walked many paths I had no business traveling. I’m not proud to tell it, but was gnawed by feelings of regret for not coming clean. By the time the book hits the presses, my 67th year will have begun. Things show signs of having straightened out with my life, yet there will always be the nagging fear of regression. Some of my trespasses I even miss indulging, but I see signs of hope for a quiet end to my earthly days.

Without further delay, I give you “American Boy: The Whole Story”.
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Teach Your Children

Song by Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young

​You, who are on the road

​Must have a code you try to live by

​And so become yourself

​Because the past is just a goodbye

Teach your children well

Their father's hell did slowly go by

Feed them on your dreams

The one they pick's the one you'll know by

Don't you ever ask them why

If they told you, you would cry

So just look at them and sigh

And know they love you

And you, of tender years

Can't know the fears your elders grew by

Help them with your youth

They seek the truth before they can die

Teach your parents well

Their children’s hell will slowly go by

And feed them on your dreams

The one they pick’s the one you’ll know by

Don't you ever ask them why

If they told you, you would cry

So just look at them and sigh.
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DEDICATION
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It is my honor to dedicate this book to the memory of one of my best friends, Keith Doty. Gone much too soon, but not to be forgotten.
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INTRODUCTION
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While I couldn't say if it's the same for girls, a young boy's life is filled with adventures. We live from the last great adventure until the next. Our minds are never satisfied unless we're on the hunt for the next great thing.

As a child of the '50s, life was so different back then. Add to that time the fact that I was blessed to grow up in a small Midwestern German community of one thousand caring friends and neighbors. Born in January 1958, life was idyllic in the picturesque and storybook setting of the Missouri town known as Cole Camp.

Although the town has no particular claim to fame, it has produced a few pretty notorious names you might have heard of. One of the richest men in the country according to today's records was a 1964 graduate of Cole Camp High School. Stan Kroenke is a billionaire real estate developer, as well as principal owner of the NFL's Los Angeles Rams and the NBA's Denver Nuggets, among other professional sporting teams. I remember seeing his father, Alvin, drive by the house of my childhood countless times. He always smiled and waved. That's the way it was in Cole Camp in my day.

Then there's another rather famous Cole Camp native by the name of American financial journalist, Carol Junge Loomis. Born on June 25, 1929, she retired in 2014, as senior editor-at-large at Fortune Magazine. She is also the close long-time personal friend and confidante of billionaire Warren Buffet. In 2012 her biography of her friend was published under the title of "Tap Dancing To Work." She donated the funds for the construction of the local library in her hometown and her childhood home still stands, just a block south of the current-day post office.

Although these are sizable contributions to our American heritage, they're not what made Cole Camp so special in the day. The thing that has always been most significant in the composition of this tightly-knit little community is the bond that has long tied its residents together. The town has often been compared to television's fictional town of "Mayberry" from the "Andy Griffith Show." Having spent the first 20-some years of my life there, I can attest to the validity of that statement. It was a young boy's Utopia in the day.

My first three books were indeed written almost entirely about my memories of a simpler time in an idyllic lifestyle, but I've felt that justice has yet to be served in expressing what a profound impact growing up then and there has made on my life as a whole. This book will be my effort to pay just tribute to the town to which I owe so much.

Please enjoy the story of my early years in my little corner of the world. Welcome "home" to Cole Camp.
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SECTION I
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IT TAKES A TOWN TO RAISE A CHILD
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PART I
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THE TIES THAT BIND & GAG

––––––––
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Outside Grandma & Grandpa’s house with Opal and Walter. Happy memories!
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MOM 

I was there holding her hand on August 16, 1991, at 12:03 PM, when she quietly passed on to a better world. I saw her fight a terrible disease for eight years, but more than that, she fought the disease of loneliness and abuse for much longer. The room was very quiet that afternoon. Just her and I. As the clock struck twelve, she opened her eyes clouded with the drugs designed to lessen her pain. She focused on my eyes, just a foot or two from hers. With her final strength, she reached out and pulled me close for a final kiss. We told each other "I love you" and she was gone. Until I see you again...I will love you always.

A boy's love for his mother is a special unbreakable bond. I can't imagine anything that could change that. It's unquestionable. There were those who would try to break that bond between me and my mother over the years, but they would never succeed, either during her lifetime or since.

Although, like most Midwestern small-town kids of the '60s, I grew up with my two biological parents. Broken homes were yet to become the normal way of life; at least not in our rural setting. That's where normalcy ended for me as a child. I had a father who had no interest in me. I was an annoyance.

For many years, I tried to understand what I might have done to turn him so much against me. I gave up my search for answers when I realized he never did like me; apparently not from my birth and through the years to follow. There is no sugar-coating it. That's just the way it was. So, anything I was taught, or values I was to have instilled in me, were destined to come from my mother. Fortunately, she was up for the task.

It's been said that it takes a town to raise a child, and based on my memories, that was certainly true of my childhood. Neighborhoods were places of tightly-knit caring people who were more than willing to look out for the neighborhood kids. There were few kids in my neighborhood, so I got an extra-large dose of being looking out for.

My Grandpa Fred Balke, Mom's father, lived only a block away. He would be the father figure that I would look up to and cherish all the days of my life. My Grandma Balke lost her battle with cancer before I reached the age of three, so I have next to no memories of her.

So, Mom definitely had help in raising me, but she deserves more credit than I could ever adequately bestow on her. Until I reached probably 6th grade, she was a stay-at-home mom, a fact that likely saved me from permanently taking an errant path in my formative years.

There's only one house that I can remember growing up in, although I was brought home after birth at Wetzel Clinic in Clinton, Missouri, to a small rental house that would serve as a home for the first year and a half of my life while my parents were having their home built.

The house I call home was located at the very Northwestern corner of Cole Camp, a town with a population of just under 1000 in those days. As a result, to a degree, I had the best of both worlds - town life and country living. I've never milked a cow to this day, but the open land beginning right behind our house offered me many opportunities to explore.

At the bottom of the hill, was a small creek where I would spend many hours fishing for crawdad off the little bridge that was part of the lane leading to a farmer's house at the top of the next hill. We never ate any crawdad that I caught, but it supplied so many hours of pastime for a young boy.

Just beyond the creek was an old railbed from years earlier use. It was a great path to walk and find old insulators and rail ties. Like most boys of that era, I had a Daisy BB gun that often went with me on my treks. I only remember "winging" one sparrow in all my shooting. But that made such an impression that I never shot at any living things again. From then on, I target practiced by shooting at old tin cans.

A woman of strong faith, Mom ensured I would grow up with a sense of values instilled in me by seeing that I was in church with her weekly, and enrolled in the church youth group. I have no memory of my father ever being with us at church. That too, if it was to be done, would have to be done by Mom.

Not only did my values come from my Mom, but many of the things I learned in my early life were the products of her teaching. Many afternoons or evenings, she would be in the backyard playing catch with me. She taught me to play croquet and badminton. And I learned to love the game of baseball through her.

Although she grew up as a St. Louis Cardinal fan, as I am to this day, baseball broadcast on area television in those days meant the Kansas City A's. So, I learned the strategy of the game; from bunting the runner over to stolen bases, the hit-and-run play, to the usage of the bullpen. I learned it all from her, including the meaning of all the terms of the game. The A's left Kansas City in 1967, but that's the year my love for the Cardinals blossomed. I still follow the Cardinals loyally to this day.

When I reached Little League Baseball age, she always found a way to be in the stands at my games. The same was true when I began playing basketball. I remember, when getting a breather from the games, I would scan the bleachers from the bench until I found her in the stands. She was always there.

That might not sound like a big deal in most families, but it was to me. My dad never attended even one of my games over the years. He regarded the family car as his own. He didn't like anyone else to drive it. Gravel road driving was out. No way could Mom take the car anywhere that might get the car dusty. So, it WAS a big deal that she always found a way to get to my games.

Then there were the Father & Son baseball games in Cub Scouts. Mom always had to see to it that someone from church would be my "adopted" dad for those games. I don't know how she did it, but I always had a stand-in dad for those games. And they saw to it that I had fun. It takes a town to raise a kid.

The value of a dollar had to be a lesson learned. Here too, Mom and Grandpa saw to it that I learned it well.

In the '60s, a lot of things were different. I began mowing lawns for pay at the age of 8. Parents would never allow that these days. If they would, there are likely those who would complain about child abuse and unfair labor until it was stopped.

That's a shame because those early years of mowing taught me a lot; not only about the value of a dollar, but of work ethics, dedication, salesmanship, pride in a job well done, and scheduling your work. Had it not been for my lawn business through my high school years, I'd probably never had the courage or confidence in later years to start some of my adult years' business enterprises.

I valued those mowing jobs then as a source of income, and in later years for so many lessons about people and how to deal with them. As the high school years came, and my driver's license with it, I progressed to better-paying jobs such as baling hay, picking beans, and painting houses.

All those school-age jobs got started with the encouragement of Mom and Grandpa. They each helped me when rainy weather would put me behind on mowing jobs, but Grandpa went with me when I was 9, to buy my first lawnmower of my own. Mom went with me the years before that, when I opened my first checking and savings accounts at the local bank, funded by money earned from mowing lawns.

My first car was purchased with money I'd saved from my mowing business. I think it's a shame and an injustice done to today's kids by shielding them from learning the valuable lessons of commerce, self-employment, and the value of a dollar from an early age.

I wasn't always mowing lawns though, but lessons could still
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