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 Chapter 1 - PROPER NOUNS

Older residents of my hometown might recognize the general location in the photograph on page one.   Dressed for church, a boy poses in front of his home in 'The Project' about fifty years ago. What follows is a memoir of that time and place.

I consider myself lucky.  I grew up in a small town in The Fifties. Images of my public housing childhood dominate my mind's rear view mirror.  Things after puberty take effort to conjure up, but I easily summon the beginnings, especially the neighborhood, the games, and the kids. The children were the common denominator.  They were legion upon the land. 

Looking back, I propose that little kids think of places, people, and events as proper nouns. To a small boy, the familiar touchstones of day- to- day life existed in capital letters. The neighborhood was simply The Project.  Dad worked at The Plant.  You did not simply go out to play; you were off to The Woods.  I wasn't just with friends; I was at The Bissonettes.  You fished at The Footbridge, and we swam in The Power Canal. These words lent a neighborhood-wide grasp of the nature and location of a kid’s activities. The same could be said for Lincoln Elementary, St. Joseph’s, The Swamp, The Store, The Pine Tree, Marbles, Split, and Bombardment.  You might say a kid's life was a capital experience then. I do.

I was born in May of 1944.  As my tiny navel healed, thousands of my countrymen bled in France. Hitler shot himself within days of my first birthday, and soon my dad and thousands of others came home from The War.  I have only the dimmest memory of the Forties, but the vocals of The Ink Spots, Ray Eberle, and Dick Haymes still take me to a sepia-colored place of comfort. Mom must have put a radio near my crib.

As the Forties drew to a close, my parents left their hometown of Norfork, New York and moved north a few miles to a place called Massena where we would settle in The Project. Dad, like many of his fellow veterans, had had a job at The Plant before the war. Moving to Massena shortened his commute in a Thirties vintage jalopy.

By 1950, I had begun to assimilate life's proper nouns in earnest.  My early experiences and memories would lie dormant for decades. I retired from the Navy in 1996, and had the time to reflect on my beginnings.  Life in The Project was colorful and worth re-telling. What follows is a distillation of my most enduring, early images.  Fifty years on, the scenes, activities and textures of my post WWII hometown resonate vividly.  It was a good time and place to be a kid.
  Everyone called our neighborhood The Project.  It was not of the stereotypical urban, vertical variety.  Rather, my 'hood' was a compact nest of about one hundred and fifty clapboard duplexes in south Massena, a small mill town in upstate New York.  Canada lay just across the - then- turbulent and icy St. Lawrence River.  Fed by the Great Lakes, The River flowed north past the town and furnished the electrical power that fueled The Plant.  In the Town Center, the Grasse River bisected the village. A third River, the Racquette, flowed south of The Project.   

In retrospect, my affinity for all things watery was inevitable.  The enduring outdoor attractions of my life tell the tale: fishing and boating, a weekend cabin on The St. Johns River, and my thirty-four year career in the Navy, may all derive from my early proximity to, and fascination with, the three rivers of my youth. Four, if you count the Deer River in nearby Helena. Five, if you include summer vacations on Big Sandy Creek and Oneida Lake near Syracuse. You get the picture.

 As to Massena, a bit of Twentieth Century background is helpful.  In 1902, the Pittsburg Reduction Company contracted with St. Lawrence Power for energy to reduce bauxite into pure aluminum.  The name of the firm was later changed to ALCOA - the Aluminum Company of America.  

The construction of The Plant brought the largest contingent ever to settle in my town.  As an example of the resulting diversity, by 1914, fifty-two distinct nationalities attended special night schools to learn the basics of citizenship. At the height of WWII, 7000 men worked at The Plant.
 

The origin of The Project, itself, goes back to 1941-42 when the Federal Public Housing Authority constructed several hundred units to accommodate the low income and burgeoning workforce at ALCOA.
  After the war years, the number of duplexes had shrunk to about 150, or about three hundred families.  The homes were small and box like.  Into these exceedingly modest dwellings moved folks with names like Adams, Belrose, Brainard, Bissonette, Carr, Cota, Hitsman, Fountain, LaBarr, LaPierre, Malark, Malley, Marlow, Schwartzkopf, Simpson, Sommerfield and Harrington. 

The Project comprised an area of about one half-mile square. When the town put in an improved sewer line, both sides of the streets were rent with big ditches that the kids confiscated when the workers' shift ended.  The ditches became ideal venues for trench warfare fought by pint-sized Audie Murphys.  The workers melted big rolls of tar and lead to seal the new pipes. Kids began to chew tar scraps and collect the lead bits for slingshot ammo.  I later wondered what awful toxic assault or unexpected mutational effects may have accrued in my central nervous system from such indiscriminate chewing and other exotic substances. So far, so gud.
As for the kids, was it ever so good to be a kid before or since? We were safe, materially provisioned, and we were having a ball. With each veteran having three, four or more kids, the opportunities for friendship and adventure were exponential.  Games followed a ritual, seasonal regularity that defined our frenzied sprint through childhood.  

Friendships in The Project began in kindergarten and continued in many cases through high school graduation.  Think about that my poor latchkey readers. This was a time when your First Communion friends were also your high school teammates.  This bucolic continuity was to prevail only one decade before everything changed.
My cousins lived on the opposite end of Russell Road.  Bobby and Ricky were close in age so it was natural that we played together.  Bobby was a tad older than I was.  His mom and dad, my Uncle Carl and Aunt Fern, were endlessly warm and loving relatives.  

Aunt Fern was especially forgiving and I cringe, now, at the memories of raising hell in her living room with Cousins Bob and Ricky in full frolic. Her living room was routinely transformed into a jumble of overturned couches, chairs, and end tables - through the initiatives of Bobby - not mine.  

Ever inventive, Bobby would cover strategic pieces of furniture with bed sheets anchoring them with Fern's favorite bric-a-brac. My cousin's manic creativity thus afforded us exotic Arabian tents right smack in the middle of The Project.  Throughout these trials of pre-Ritalin rough housing amid broken figurines and torn bedclothes, Aunt Fern remained calm: "Now Bobby, you just quit that. You're a bad influence on your Little Cousin Gary!"  

"No!"  Bobby would reply in a bit of understatement and press on with the chaos.  Let the record show that these miscreant performances took place only when Uncle Carl was safely away on his shift at The Plant. Aunt Fern, was a Saint, and I am sorry I let her Bobby lead me astray so easily.

We were numbered in scores.   Probably known by the more affluent townies as 'The Project Kids', I suppose we were somewhat akin to the kids from the other side of the tracks.   We were having such a great time growing up, any socio-economic slights went completely over our crew cut, buzzcut, and sometimes Mohawk cut, heads.

Everybody had a bike, usually a de-constructed Shelby or Schwinn.  Like Detroit's behemoth Buicks, new bikes in the Fifties were loaded down with extra metal. To our parents’ dismay, we promptly stripped them down to the essentials: frame, chain and balloon tires.  There must be a vast and dusty mausoleum somewhere in America dedicated and then forgotten for the eternal rest of the pristine fenders, mud flaps, horns, lights, luggage racks and the chain guards from all those violated bicycles of the Fifties. 

We were a proud lot with a strong identity to The Project, and we enjoyed strength in our numbers.  Embarked en mass on our bikes, ‘Wild Bunch’ style, we became would be intimidators of nearby, more 'upscale' neighborhoods such as the Tyo Tract.   Still years away from our first internal combustion engines, our imaginations were fertile and feverish. By fixing a common, playing card to strike the spokes of our bikes' wheels, we added a neat reverberating sound to our pathetic, self-conscious vision of hell on wheels. It was glorious to ride together, often twenty strong, the wind cooling our flat tops, our playing card motors puttering nicely.  Exuding a fine patina of encrusted sweat, we were connected in our slaphappy innocence.

Chapter 2 - HOME AND HEARTH

A veteran and his family lived on each end of a duplex.  Typically, one bathroom, two bedrooms, a small kitchen/dining room, and a living room rounded out the appointments.  Each home in The Project had a wood burning stove in the kitchen with cords of wood stacked neatly outside. A coal fired furnace provided heating and even low rent entertainment on occasion.  When the furnace door was opened to reveal the red-hot bed of coals, I sometimes tossed in rolls of caps, plastic soldiers, broken toys, homework and any other pyrotechnics I could muster. In the winter, the small furnace room was the locus of soggy skates, snow suits, rubber over-boots, mittens and scarves.  

The Coal Man delivered coal to a bin attached to each end of the duplex.  (You can see a bin in the photograph.) He slid the ebony nuggets from his truck into the bin using a metal slide.  In summer, the empty dark bin became an excellent, if somewhat soot drenched 'fort' for imaginative games.  Remember that this was long before Little League, Pop Warner, Soccer and Karate Clubs. A kid found his fun where he could.

I recall the kitchen with ease.   A chrome and yellow Formica dinette table with four chairs squatted in the center of the room with a baby's high chair against the wall.  Grey Linoleum covered the cold floor. A window afforded us a stunning view of the backs of the duplexes on Victory Road.  A half wall bordered the dinette on one end hiding the ancient washing machine. Opposite were the kitchen countertop with aluminum edging and porcelain sink with a spartan, wall cupboard above.  Above the cupboard, exposed water pipes served as hot and cold handholds for athletic kids as we often climbed up on the counter to retrieve our Shredded Wheat (before Bite Sized), Quakers Oatmeal, or Wheatina.  The cupboard contained our Melmac dishes, multi-colored aluminum bowls for our cereal and plastic glasses for Nestle's Quik and Kool Aid. A Kelvinator 'fridge' guarded the entrance to the living room. The cast iron wood stove, later upgraded to gas, completed the circle of furnishings. Removable iron levers stuck up from the center of the heavy, round, stove plates. These were lifted to insert wood strips for fuel.

Mid century dinner fare consisted of All Time Kids' Favorites such as Hungarian Goulash, New England Boiled Dinner, Meatloaf and Cabbage Rolls.  As I struggled to choke down these Old World treats, I did not realize that deliverance (pun intended) was just around the corner.  The Fabulous Fifties served up culinary magic in the form of PIZZA!  When Dad first brought home this exotic new concoction from the 284th Club on East Orvis Street, I began a love affair with things only Stephen King could champion: mushrooms, pepperoni and anchovies. 

I should mention dessert.  The dessert was memorable at our house - not so much for its flavor but in its presentation. Dessert was a production. Picture a humble pint of ice cream.  Neapolitan ice cream. Now watch as Dad prepared to serve up the delicious treat to a hungry family of five. First, he carefully unwrapped five sides of the package leaving the resplendent Vanilla, Strawberry and Chocolate striped cube exposed and vulnerable before our calculating eyes.  Then, carefully, with a surgeon's dexterity, Dad would take a butter knife and make four, parallel, shallow lines in the top of the ice cream signaling five potentially equal portions. Standing back, he would allow us to inspect his work-in-progress knowing full well that any lack of precision meant re-work.  If he had, perhaps, stopped off at Bond's Tavern after his shift, and his hand was subsequently not true, then we would notice and demand a re-calibration.  Dad would erase the faulty lines with the knife and begin again.  When he got it right - down to the millimeter - dessert was served with approving nods all round.  Who said life's not fair?
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 At first, no TV sets yet graced The Project.  Soon however, a veritable aluminum forest of TV antennae began to pop up.  Early TV fare consisted of The Test Page for most of the day.  The now classic black and white image of the Indian Head in profile appeared in our living rooms for hours until more substantial entertainment 'came on'. The popular shows included hockey featuring the Montreal Canadiens with Rocket Richard, the Gillette Cavalcade of Sports' Friday night fights, and my favorite - The Cisco Kid (with Sidekick Pancho - a precursor to Crusty's Bob). 

TV offered 'Rasslin' as reinvented by the budding industry.  Killer Kowalski, a crowd-pleasing wrestler from that period, was a great favorite of mine and that of my best friend, Donny Bissonette. As avid fans, Donny and I tried, without success, to execute Killer's famous match winning Claw Hold.  At the penultimate moment in the contest, Mr. Kowalski would effect his mysterious and dreaded maneuver on his hapless opponent.  Once ensnared in the evil Claw Hold, Killer rendered the designated loser 'helpless' by warping his victim's arm into a grotesque, immobile claw-like appendage. Predictably, the match ended by default, and Kowalski would add to his legend.

Here's a quiz:  Who was TV's First Famous Doctor? It was not Dr. Ben Casey, nor was it Dr. Kildare, Marcus, Doogie, Hawkeye, Trapper nor Quincy.  All these televised saints followed in the footsteps of one, Dr. Konrad Styner.  The show was called "Medic" starring Richard Boone as the homely, crusty physician.  Medic ran fifty-eight episodes between 1954 and 1956, and I would not miss one.  I considered Medic's theme music, 'Blue Star', hauntingly beautiful then and still do. Boone would later trade in his stethoscope for a six shooter in Have Gun, Will Travel in 1957, but first there was Medic.

One gripping episode of Medic scared the hell out of me in 1955.  It was aired on January 3, 1955 to be precise (I looked it up on the WEB). The episode was called 'Boy in the Storm' and featured an emerging, young actor named Dennis Hopper.  Playing a boy with epilepsy, Hopper was doubly tortured, first, by the disease itself, and second by the ignorance of fifties' society.  Hopper's sympathetic character and powerful portrayal of a Grand Mal seizure knocked my socks off.  The long seizure scene was riveting and included a disturbing mouth foaming conclusion.  Hopper's acting instilled in me an enduring empathy for those with disabilities, and demonstrated the new power of TV to touch and educate Americans. Years later, when I enlisted in the Navy, I became a medic.

For many, I think the single most concrete image of early TV may have been standing outside the home with both hands gripping an ice-cold, cast iron antenna pole. Early TV reception frustrated us with multiple 'ghost images' and 'snow'.  Before the wonder of antennae rotors, you hand turned the antenna this way, then that, trying to 'get the picture'. You may recall the dialogue between the designated antenna twister and the family member inside watching the maddening TV:  "No, no, no son! The OTHER way. The picture's too 'snowy'. Slower, back, back, that's IT, STOP, the picture is perfect. OK, come back in, The Jackie Gleason Show just started."

Speaking of early TV personalities, I had a regular date each week at The Bissonettes' to watch Gleason in The Honey Mooners, The Poor Soul, Reggie Van Gleason the IIIrd, The Singing Bartender and other zany skits.  The Great One and his sidekick, Art Carney, were larger than life, blue-collar heroes to all at The Bissonette Household.  We guffawed and belly laughed at the weekly antics of Ralph, Alice, Ed and Trixie.  We especially loved sewer worker Ed Norton - whose pneumatic body language we tried to imitate.  I recall the night Jackie Gleason slipped on stage and broke his leg before a live TV audience.  It happened during the memorable, 'and awaaay we go!' shuffle that was his signature exit. All of the Bissonette kids and I sent him a get well card and were thrilled when 'Ralphie' actually sent us a thank you. When Jackie died in 1987, he was buried in Florida. The inscription on his grave reads 'And away we go'.

I won't embarrass my parents by going on about them, but a few words are offered.  Eddie ------- did his Army bit in Europe and came home to work forty years in The Pot Rooms of Alcoa. Dad was physically strong from his hard work. He liked to have a few drinks after his shift, and he liked Pickled Eggs and Limburger cheese. Occasionally, his snack preferences made hugging him, or even being in the same room, a challenge to filial love.  Dad told us of drinking pails of water, literally, to replenish his fluids in the blistering Pot Rooms. He took pride that he could outwork many younger men who came to work in the sixties.  He often worked 'doubles', i.e., back to back shifts. In short, he worked hard for his check, loved us, and, when required, provided an appropriate level of menace to keep our noses clean.  Dad, at 72, is going strong in Watertown, N.Y. where he often exercises by doing his '200 steps' up the hillside city park.  Well done, Dad. Thanks for The Project experience. I would not change a thing.

Gloria Mae Johnson was born in 1927 in Norfork, NY.  That made her ten years old during the heart of The Depression. At seventeen, she gave birth to me.  In 1955, when she was twenty-eight, she went to work at the Dixie Diner on East Orvis Street to help support a family of four kids.  The Dixie Diner was doing a Land Office business with the Seaway Development well underway. Hungry construction workers inhaled the greasy, pre-franchised burgers, fries and shakes and the tips were welcome. Mom worked hard as well, and my parents later bought a new home off North Main Street about the time I started High School. 

In 1961, Mom and Dad divorced. I pouted about that for years. After the split, I distanced myself emotionally from both Dad and Mom for a couple of decades which was selfish, short sighted behavior.  Mom warned me years ago that if I did not change my tune, I would be a lonely old man.  Mom was right.  I changed my tune. Now that we are much 'closer in age', my parents and I have had a second chance to talk. Mom lives with her second husband in St. Augustine, Florida. Dad did not remarry.

Chapter 3 - TOUCHSTONES

Dirty Laundry

I remember odd little things like the laundry.  Washing clothes then was a much more time consuming - and a tad more perilous - chore than it is today. This was before ubiquitous coin operated laundromats, electric dryers or even ‘spin’ cycles.  In The Project, we removed water from clothes by inserting them, individually, between two, hard rubber rolling pins. We dried clothes using artifacts called clothespins and clotheslines.

I was always fascinated by the small unit of time and distance that lay between safely inserting a garment into the wringers and the proximity of my fingers to potential catastrophe. It became my plucky amusement to see if I could actually experience the faint tug of the wringer against the tip of my fingers while still enjoying a nano-second to avoid disaster.  

If you were dexterously challenged from….say chewing tar… and your fingers, hand, forearm, hair, or shirtsleeve got caught in the wringer, not to worry.  The thoughtful manufacturer had designed a wonderful safety feature. If the soulless machine began to crush the life out of your appendage, you simply hit a quick release mechanism with your 'free' hand, and wringers instantly separated allowing you another chance to contemplate the trade off between entertainment and physical disability.  I thought it rather discerning of me to feed garments into the wringers with the non-dominant hand. Certainly, you never employed both hands concurrently - without a sibling backup - if you aspired to any useful manual skills in later life.

An essential feature of each home was the clothesline. It extended from a pulley on the back stoop out into the yard.  For me, clotheslines conjure up a particularly apt image of Post War fruitfulness.  My sister and brothers followed my birth at a brisk pace, first Kathy, then Greg, and then Brad.  The record of baptisms amply demonstrated the abundance of The Project: St. Joseph's parish averaged 82 each year between 1948 and 1951. This burgeoning bounty of rug rats sprang from a community of 300 families. At this rate, The Project was replicating itself about every three years. The scene was a little like that scary movie from 1956  - The Invasion of the Body Snatchers:  If you turned your back for a New York Minute, a mysterious force deposited another gurgling, wriggling pod in the neighborhood. 

Television had not yet completely trumped hormones. Hence, the clothesline became a common thread in a fertile neighborhood fabric.   On a windy day, the cacophony of flapping diapers announced that all was well in The Project.   

As the oldest kid, it was often my lot to hang the soggy duds as well as harvest the “dry” fluffies from the wire clothesline. Alas, Little Brother's sparkling diapers were often frozen solid on the line. Disposable Pampers?  I don't think so. Rather, the Diaper Pail graced our ammonia scented bathroom corner - a graceless relic best forgotten.  

Invariably, the clothesline pulley froze.  The ice-sheathed diapers danced dangerously in the breeze requiring you to bob and weave to avoid sneaky uppercuts.   Retrieving the glacial rag was something akin to removing a reluctant storm window in a gale.  When it snowed, I risked temporary blindness in a whiteout of sleet and nappies! The payoff came when mom ordered the board-like accouterments taken inside and dried by the furnace.  What was the point?  Was clothesline duty merely a depraved test of kid hardihood invented by pre-feminist moms?  Diaper This!

Later, when I bored my kids about the ‘old days’, I swapped the clothesline epic for the hoary tale of having to trudge to Lincoln Elementary in thigh deep snow.  They didn’t buy it of course, but I swear, on certain occasions, both stories held more truth than color in frosty Massena. 

THE WOODS

At the center of The Project, bordered by Russell, Hubbard and Barnhart Roads, a large open field bisected the neighborhood and led to The Woods. The Field, itself, was a place of much juvenile merriment such as frying ants with a magnifying glass. Alternatively, we conspired to dig intricately clever and camouflaged mantraps like those we saw in Tarzan and Jungle Jim movies where the victim suddenly falls through the ground.  Usually, our traps lay forgotten and unfulfilled for months.  As likely as not, the original cabalist, himself, would fall into his own trap sustaining bruised knees and a bloody nose as just desserts for his absent-mindedness and evil intent.  

The Woods, nearby, was an enchanting copse of maple and oak trees. The Bissonette kids and I played innumerable games there.  It provided saplings for bows and arrows, spears, snares, dense cover for marauding bantam soldiers, and a safe haven for shooting my beloved Daisy Air Rifle -- more commonly known as a BB gun.  My Red Ryder model, one of nine million sold since 1939, had a neat telescopic sight and arm sling.

How many Project Kids launched BB's into The Woods, at squirrels, birds, bottles, cans, playing cards, frogs, and a host of sundry targets?  One BB found its way to the epicenter of my small brother's forehead.  As I later reported to my mom a little nervously, I had aimed and shot, confidently, 'way over his head'.  Shocked, I saw Little Brother suddenly grasp his face. My heart sank.  My mother's oft repeated warning flashed in my brain.  Had I indeed, 'Put-Someone’s-Eye-Out' -- in this case my own flesh and blood?  Mercifully, no, but it was an uncomfortably close call.  

Brother suffered 'only' an angry, dent-like welt.  The rapidly reddening wound was smack between his eyes. This result was fleetingly satisfying as I considered myself somewhat of a marksman, but I elected to show appropriate guilt, fear and sorrow to mitigate any consideration of The Belt.  I had learned a hard lesson on the parabolic flight trajectory characteristics of the common BB.  So had Little Brother. I always chuckle appreciatively, and a little nervously, when I hear the Air Force recruiting slogan: Aim High.

By the bye, someone in The Project reported me to the cops as I was toting my BB Gun at the edge of The Woods.  Officer Bob Manning chased me down and confiscated it.  I suspect a neighbor thought I had a .22 caliber rifle and did the right thing, but I could never figure out how 'old' Bob ran me down so easily. I thought I ran like the wind when I saw his Black and White cruiser, but he caught me, and my BB Gun was history.  I remember Little Brother smirking as Officer Bob escorted me home.

The Woods was the home of  'The Pine Tree' or TPT in kid shorthand.  TPT was distinctive only because deciduous companions surrounded it.  As the lone evergreen, TPT became a sturdy and reliable rendezvous for kids on any number of foolish missions.  Its foremost attraction was it afforded an easy climb to its top branches.  The evenly spaced limbs lent a false sense of safety as we ascended to a perilous, but exhilaratingly lofty vantage point.  Atop TPT, you could observe the entire Project, 'spy' on unfriendly troops, concoct war maneuvers, and never, ever, have to worry about your parents finding you -- at least until supper.   

TPT became our official hangout.  I helped the bigger Bissonnette kids hoist to its sweet smelling, tar-gummy boughs old planks and scrap sheet metal with which we crafted a breezy clubhouse. It sheltered us, a bit, from the wind, rain, and all intrusions from outcast wannabes of TPT club. 

The Pine Tree suffered endless insults and assaults.  Its trunk was scarred by the remnants of countless steps nailed more or less securely.  Every member had carved his initials and/or rude Anglo Saxon epithets.  Many limbs were truncated before their time or had forlorn rope burns where lines had been fixed for access, escape and just for the hell of it.  Today, with tree hugging a requirement for good citizenship, I, like Prince Charles, wonder if trees have feelings.  Did TPT feel aggrieved at its roughhouse treatment or proud for the joyous diversions it afforded my friends and me?  Every kid deserves a private place like TPT.

One last observation about The Woods is in order.  The Massena Historian, Ms. Theresa S. Sharp, graciously sent me an aerial photograph of The Project and The Woods as they appeared in the 40's (See Appendix 2). It was the first time I had ever seen my neighborhood from the air and the first time I had seen it, at all, for years.  It was an evocative image. I could make out the streets and individual homes of my family, the Bissonettes', my cousins' house, as well as the homes of many playmates.  

The photo was taken when the trees were bare, and if I screwed up my eyes just right, I thought I could make out an adolescent Pine Tree about where I expected to find it.  I could see the Project Community Center where I went to Ms. Wincup's Kindergarten, 'played doctor' in the crawl space under the building, and developed scrawny muscles during hours of rollovers and hanging upside down on the Monkey Bars.   

The postage stamp size of The Woods, however, startled me.  From the air, The Woods looked barely big enough for a kid to lose himself in his imagination on a summer day. Yet, then, its groves, paths and thickets seemed vast, intricate and magical. Who says youth is wasted on the young?  Not me! I used mine up in The Woods.
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ST. JOSEPH'S

Courtesy of the Massena Observer

I thought most families in The Project were Catholic.  Given the abundance of folks of Irish, Italian, and French Canadian extraction, this may have been true.  St. Joseph's church, a tiny, wood frame structure was the Catholic heart of The Project.  It had formerly been an Army church at Camp Shanks in Long Island, New York.
  After the war, it was dismantled, moved upstate and rebuilt. It opened for Christmas Mass in 1948, and it’s still there.

In the hushed and hallowed St. Joseph’s, rites of passage, including Baptism, Catechism, First Communion and Confirmation punctuated the otherwise free-form days of our lives.  Long before Mad Cow Disease and veggie food, not eating a Hot Dog, or a Burger, on Friday seemed a great sacrifice.  

At Mass, my bony knees protested silently against the hard wooden foot rail.  As I grew, I discovered a ploy to ease the discomfort by half-hanging my buttocks on the seat while appearing to be fully knelt. It was a tricky and fatiguing act, and I knew in my heart that it was a sinner's deception for which I would somehow pay.

Good Friday and Easter were especially memorable.  The profusion of palm reeds was always a welcome diversion from the mystery of Latin.  Now we had something tactile with which to deal.  Armed with a palm frond, it was an irresistible temptation to tickle the girl’s ear in the pew in front.  For one Easter Mass, my parents decked me out in a sartorial exhibition of charcoal gray sports coat, bow tie and a pink shirt. Apparently, pink was all the rage. That year, I am told that I resembled an early Mini-Me of PeeWee Herman. 

  At First Communion, there was The Test for which The Sisters had grilled us for weeks: Who made you?  God made me. Why did he make you?  Because He loved me. And so on. We sat there, boys in white shirts, girls in white dresses, with our earnest and well-scrubbed faces fearing a question that we might not recognize. Having shown our genius in front of the beaming congregation, The Monsignor then presented us with gifts of rosaries and prayer books. 

Father Harold J. Skelly officiated throughout my early church life. He became our benign confessor on Saturday mornings. Peering through the black gauze separating us in The Confessional, I could barely make out his rimless glasses, and the small veins in his nose.  I suspected he could see me much better than I could see him, and somehow that gave him an edge  - as if one of us needed one.  

Fridays served up anxiety.  A kid labored to recollect and mentally catalog the sins to which he was to confess at Saturday morning Confession.  “Let’s see, I’ll admit to taking the Lord’s name (in vain) three times, I ate meat once, and hit my sister twice.”  The bottom line is that Father Skelly, and the merry band of Sisters, seared The Act of Contrition into my soul. The Act has always been my all-purpose prayer, and I have found the ability to rattle it off very comforting down through the years. There, I just said it again - in repentance for this Chapter.

On Sunday, I arrived at St. Joseph's in a State of Grace to receive Holy Communion. I also had a parched throat and growling stomach.  According to The Sisters, nourishment was verboten until After Mass. Thus, as I received Communion, I could never, ever, get the wafer, i.e., The Host, unstuck from my desiccated hard palate as I returned to my pew.  I simply had no spit with which to swallow. 

The Sisters had tutored us to swallow altar bread whole.  Always intending to please, I carefully worried the sacrament with my tongue so as to loosen its grip and swallow it as a whole, holy Host.  I don’t think so. The Eucharist would disintegrate into sinful lumps. Then, twice guilty, I swallowed the remnants.  First, I had failed the Sisters' imperative. Second, I enjoyed, culpably, a tiny morsel on an empty stomach. 
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Msgr. H.J. Skelly

Looking back, my Catholic mentors made a difference.  I have never been in prison, and I have been a Good Republican for many years.  Also, my wife, my two adult children, my two grandsons, and my four grand dogs seem to love me. Thank you St. Joseph's, especially Father Skelly and The Sisters - wherever you are - oops! I know where you are. 

THE STORE

All life's essentials were within an easy walk of The Project including The Community Center, Lincoln School, The Movies, and The Store. 

A family with an Armenian name ran The Store on Victory Road. Offering a cavalcade of confection alongside the staples, The Store hosted scores of kids after school and on weekends.  For pocket money, the Bissonette boys and I often collected empty pop bottles. We redeemed these 'deposit' bottles at The Store for two cents each. Thus enriched, we chose our prizes from among a vast array of gum, pea shooters, water pistols, marbles, caps, balsa wood air planes, kites, comic books, soda drinks, flavored drinks in wax, ice cream bars, popsicles, creamsicles, fudgsicles, Eskimo Pies, suckers, Mallow Cups, Mars, Hershey and Zagnut Bars, Milky Ways, Butterfingers, Baby Ruths, Paydays, Reeses Cups, and 3 Musketeers.   Massena's dentists flourished.

Choice was the thing in The Fifties, and a kid knew his brand names just like mom and dad.  My Mother once ordered me to The Store to buy her Kotex - a vaguely intimidating mission I dreaded.  As I left The Store furtively, I was mortified when bigger boys tore at the brown paper bag thinking I had candy squirreled away. My effeminate errand thus exposed, I had no choice but to dash home with their taunts ringing in my red, burning ears.

SATURDAY HAIRCUT AND MOVIE

On Saturday mornings, I got my haircut at Ernie's Barbershop on East Orvis near the Movie Theater.  The place was right out of Norman Rockwell, as was Ernie himself.  There were two kinds of art on the walls: wild game and wilder ladies in their altogether in breathtaking poses. The shelf behind the chair looked like a well stocked bar with scores of sweet smelling liquids, gels, powders and pastes. 

I remember Ernie roughly pushing my head down away from the wall hung artwork to razor trim my neck. As Ernie labored, I got a headache from trying to look up high enough to see his racy calendars.  Alternatively, I would study the intricately scrolled word 'Koken' in the cast iron footrest of his porcelain chair or contemplate the unswept multicolored nests of hair at the chair's base. I enjoyed the liberal gobs of hot, foamy lather applied to the back of my neck. Razor trims were a haircut pleasure now long gone with the arrival of HIV and other health threats. 

I recall Ernie had a weathered face, the walnut complexion of a guy that liked to fish and hunt, and reeked of cigars and Four Roses. He also sported a full head of smoke stained perpetually yellow-white hair that I would now trade for my own wispy bits and a little strong shampoo.  

Ernie was a craftsman in the art of the Flat Top. I can still evoke his handiwork by the memory of feeling the horizontal precision of my Flat Top against my palm.  The sensation of (then) thousands of individual hairs 'Palmaided' to ninety degrees of elevation from my scalp was a bi-monthly tactile thrill. For sixty-five cents, I always left Ernie's shop feeling like a million bucks and smelling of something called Wild Root. I miss Ernie, and I miss that thick hair - mine not Ernie's. 

The Community Center stood in the center of The Project.  Each Saturday afternoon, scores of rowdy project kids congregated to watch movies including 'Little Rascals' also called 'Our Gang', 'The Three Stooges' and Laurel and Hardy films that we called 'Fatty and Skinny'.  It was an audiovisual extravaganza. When the shades were lowered in the big room, we sat on the floor before a pull down screen on the stage above us.  In the dark, an ancient projector clattered and whirred behind us while we roared our approval at flipping, dipping and semi-focussed images Larry, Moe and Curley.  The rollicking continued until the twilight signaled time for supper.  All this cultural enlightenment took place after a full Saturday morning matinee at the local Movie House.  When I say full, I mean full.
Once upon a time before suburban, multiplexes with names like Tinseltown 30, there were quaint neighborhood Movie Houses.  My local was called The Orvis Theater.  On occasion we ambled over the Footbridge to The Rialto across town. Both were magical edifices offering sticky floors, oleaginous cheap popcorn and the wonderment of double features.

For twenty-five cents, the world was mine on Saturday after a refreshing Confession at St. Joseph's and a haircut at Ernie's.  My cousin Bobby and I gained admission to a movie feast of fifteen cartoons (Here he is to save the day… Mighty Mouse is on the Way!), a heart stopping serial such as 'Radar Men from the Moon' with Commando Cody, a feature like 'Abbott and Costello Go to Mars' or 'Francis (the talking mule) Joins the Army', …..plus 'food'.  

Movie admission was fourteen cents.  The dime bought popcorn and the extra penny procured Bazooka bubble gum with cartoon wrapper and neat tattoos applied with gobs of spit generated by the gum.  Much later, I was to thank the United States Navy for restoring my dental health (but not my tattoos).

Saturday morning matinees were great social events. Pure exhibitionists, we sauntered up, down, and around the theater aisles before and during the show. Our goals were to project presence, rub antennae with cousins and friends, and skylark in the men's room. It was a raucous celebration of double-barreled (real and reel) weekend action.  

In an unaccountably uncharacteristic moment of my boyhood, I once misbehaved at The Movies. I remember having an urge to vandalize the toilet. My story, and I am sticking to it, is that I had been temporarily corrupted by one of those early juvenile delinquency movies.  The then youthful John Cassavetes was an early hero. I fantasized about wrapping a handkerchief around my fist and acquitting myself a macho punch-up just like he and Sal Mineo (of all people) did in ‘Crime in the Streets’.  However, I could have modeled for those 'kick sand in his face', Charles Atlas ads in comic books (as the kickee - not the kicker). Accordingly, I opted for a safer course of villainy than fisticuffs.  I was going to rumble with the toilet  - without using an alimentary system.

During the feature, I visited the rest room and furtively bent the ball cock in the toilet water reservoir so that the bowl would continue to fill.  (The fact that I, as a mere slip of a lad, even knew what a toilet ball cock was, and how to sabotage it, said volumes about the state of the plumbing in The Project, but that's another story.)  I then skulked back to my seat with my heart pounding.  Was I now a would-be felon and budding ner' do well? It was sweaty palms and pits time, and the Serial hadn't even started.

Predictably, the toilet overflowed and water started streaming from the lobby down the aisle.   Kids began shouting Water! Water! in lieu of Fire! Fire!  The angry and perplexed manager stopped the film to investigate and quickly effected repairs.  I had three thoughts: I was going to get caught and go to jail for this.  How would I categorize this sin at Confession!? How could I avoid The Belt? 

I was guilty and repentant, but I chose not to confess to this willful act of lavatory hooliganism to Father Skelly, nor even to my closer confidants - Cousin Bobby or Best Friend Donny Bissonette.  I knew that any short-term hero worship would be more than offset by the inevitable snitch and a spanking at my Father's metal workers' hands.  (So…smart ass, you want the belt huh!?) Surely, entertainment was never so breathtaking as it was on Saturdays in the fifties.

I confess Dad used The Belt on me sparingly in the politically incorrect Fifties, but Dad was crafty.  Rather than hit me with it, he would simply loom over me and perform a sort of 'quick draw' show of undoing his buckle and pulling a foot or so of belt out of his belt loops. With his hands on his hips, he would stare at me and allow the belt to dangle menacingly before my eyes.  This trick always achieved its full visual and psychological impact (guilty - your honor). It also gave me a little breathing room to plead for clemency.  

LINCOLN ELEMENTARY

A few words about Lincoln Elementary School are offered. I attended Grades one through four there. It was built in 1927 at the cost of $105,000. It had two floors of classrooms and a gymnasium in the basement.  The two front entrances were distinctly marked - one for Boys and the other for Girls. Such was the extent of 'diversity' and 'multiculturalism' before the Sixties.

Our daily journey from The Project to school was memorable in itself. Before Highway 37 was built over The Swamp, we would embark, boldly, alongside The Swamp and through fields behind the store and bakery on South Street. Near journeys end, we would cross the railroad tracks at the foot of South Street and amble on down to school. Depending on the season and the route, the daily trip included opportunities to…..

· Steal a sip of the sap of a Maple tree. We drank it directly from cans tied to the tree expecting to taste maple syrup.

· Salivate to the smell of fresh bread at the bakery on South Street.

· Examine sky blue Robin eggs and the progress of the subsequent young in the fields before we crossed the railroad tracks.

· Put pennies on the rail tracks and retrieve the flattened results on the way home.  (I am told today, that this is dangerous - please don't do it kids)

· Savor a delicious green or red apple taken directly from the tree.

· Tease the mean dog behind the shed owned by the purportedly meaner, but never seen, woman named Geneva who lived close to the tracks at Curtis and South Streets. (If you existed, I am sorry Geneva. It was stupid and cruel.)

I remember I had a good appetite at Lincoln Elementary.  In the earliest grades, kids anticipated the mid-morning break where we enjoyed short naps on little individual mats and ate big 'sugar' cookies with ice cold milk from the Homestead Dairy.  We ate lunch in the gym from colorful Lunch Pails adorned with images of Davy Crockett, Roy Rogers, Superman, or Hopalong Cassidy.  I distinctly recall the unique bouquet of countless bologna, meatloaf and peanut butter sandwiches inhaled by the kids of working class parents. The fragrant, fine mists from orange peels, apples and banana skins permeated our makeshift, mid-winter cafeteria. 

At Lincoln Elementary, I learned The Basics - reading, writing, arithmetic and importantly - a thing called Citizenship Achievement.  For the first four years, fully one half of my Report Card was reserved for comments and grades on Citizen Achievement. I was graded on cooperation, responsibility, thrift, courtesy and health and safety habits.  

In the sad wake of Littleton, West Paducah and the other school shootings of the Nineties, I was struck by the following quote from my Report Cards from the Fifties:
"….This card brings you a message concerning the grade of work being done by your child and also gives you our estimate of these items which we consider important to his future success and to his rating as a citizen. It is the belief of the schools that the citizenship traits and the social tendencies of the child very largely determine his learning ability and ultimate success in life. In emphasizing these items, it is the desire of the school to engage the assistance of parents in checking less valuable and encouraging more valuable tendencies." (Walter Wilson, Superintendent)

Words like respect, self-control, loyalty, care of person and clothes defined the sum of Citizen Achievement.  Let the record show that I grasped good citizenship early on. For this, I am indebted to my earliest teachers: Ms. Wincup, Ms. B. Dodge, Ms. M. Haight, Ms. Mary Pellegrino, Ms. A. Hurley and Mr. Harley Scott.  Later on I was lucky to have been taught by more character builders. These included the bird-like Rose Tiernan (Latin), the Yoda-like Parker Downs (Government), the twitchy Mike Nichols (wrestling) and the chain-smoking Dan McCormack (cross-country). These are a few of the quiet heroes in the lives of many kids from Massena. They helped me embark in life with a sound foundation including the notions of decency, shame, and the common threads of Americana. Thank you one and all.

CHAPTER 4 - FUN AND GAMES

Summer

For a town that was often among the coldest in the country, Massena's summers were surprisingly hot, if brief. My family never had air conditioning during our years in a housing project. However, to escape the heat, I had an ace up my sleeve.  My grandmother lived downstate in the city of Syracuse, and I was her favorite grandkid.

Syracuse, New York was replete with air conditioning, and I reveled in it during several summer vacations at grandmother's city flat.  During those escapes from parochial village life, I wandered slack-jawed and enchanted in the cavernous and palatial movie houses on Salina Street.  Huge marquees trumpeted the emerging luxury of frigid air. 

When not cringing from the combined effects of theater air conditioning and Vincent Price in the immortal House of Wax, I cooled my heels in a fragrant saloon on West Onondaga called the Top Hat. My aptly named Grandmother Regina was the imperious bar tender. In the cool, beer drenched Top Hat, I would imbibe an ocean of free Seven Up and inhale bushel bags of potato chips. The anesthetized and contented denizens of the Top Hat suffered my presence in deference to my formidable Grandmother who could clear a bar of rowdies in a New York minute.  

Safe and tolerated among the happy assemblage, I played shuffleboard with abandon and sunk rolls of proffered coins into the jukebox to hear Perry Como, Al Martino and Jerry Vale croon. Alternatively, I stared for hours at that famous, gory, painting of Custer's Last Stand - a classic beer hall art piece. I was fascinated by the image of the soldiers undergoing imaginative forms of slicing, dicing and penetration. The soldiers had uncomprehending, quizzical looks on their faces as the Sioux went about their nasty business - like maybe the soldiers were expecting a rose garden? I have always appreciated fine art.

Back in Massena, in the abbreviated summer, essentially July and the first three weeks of August, we swam at the public bathing area.  Author Bill Bryson, the satirist, captured my sense of Massena's summer best: Either winter has just been, or winter is coming, or it's winter. 

Only a kid growing up in the North Country can fully appreciate swimming on the paltry dozen or so truly hot summer days of that latitude. I often swam at Polley's Bay, my favorite swimming haunt on those muggy, hazy exciting days. Swimming in the freezing St. Lawrence River was the thing for all but the most sissified.  The guy with the bluest lips was having the most fun - if he didn't 'catch' polio - a real threat in those days.  As to the shrivel effect, more than our fingers were macerated, and Seinfeld’s George Costanza never had anything on us in that department. 

We lost Polley's Bay forever when the vast St. Lawrence Seaway was built in the mid-fifties immersing thousands of acres of land.  Even a ceremonial visit by Queen Elizabeth and President Eisenhower in 1959 could not assuage the loss of these idyllic summer haunts.

Fall

Perversely, I associated autumn with the incoming of the new. After the desultory, last few days of Summer, I looked forward to new clothes for school, new shoes to replace my devastated Sneakers, and new school supplies. I even looked forward to my new textbooks that in point of fact were usually well dog-eared and contained rude notes to no one in particular. Frugal parents bought the texts from thrifty parents in an annual ritual of economy.

In the fall, raucous football ruled the waning daylight afternoons. No helmets. No pads. You remember…."Ok Snot, you run left to the coal bin, fake right and go long."   Some kid, usually the biggest, would up the ante from 'tag' football to the 'tackle' variety. That meant that somebody was going to get a significant bruising - usually me - Chuck Atlas' favorite casualty.  More than once, my face looked like that of my New York Giant hero, quarterback Y.A. Tittle.  You may remember the famous Life cover photo of Tittle with the blood trickling down his broken nose. The 'tackle' decision had the tendency to abbreviate our game - through attrition.  Greenstick fractures, chipped teeth, and facial scars often accompanied touchdowns in The Project.

Joey Adams once showed up with a football helmet.  It was one of those old leather models, without a face guard and the original chinstrap.  Turn-of-the-century college guys with handle bar mustaches might have worn it.  Joey had screwed on a new chinstrap in such a way that a thin metal bolt stuck out from the helmet about one, menacing inch.  Thus clad, Joe became the greatest running back in the neighborhood.  No one could touch him, and his yards gained percentage skyrocketed.  

Before the onset of truly cold weather, we were treated, literally, to the annual kid-fest of Halloween.  With about three hundred welcoming doors within a half-mile, Trick or Treat's approach set our hearts racing. Armed with our first A&P paper bag, we embarked on a round robin journey throughout The Project collecting our candy, apples, popcorn balls and assorted tooth destroying comestibles. We were always mindful about getting the loot home with sufficient time to start bag two. A successful Halloween meant sufficient candy to last until Christmas.

The Community Center often held a costume contest, and I won it once.  Dad helped me fashion a then futuristic Robot outfit that was quite impressive in the outer space, paranoid Fifties.  The ensemble consisted of a cardboard box body with armholes, strategically placed diodes, and a big old, analog electrical meter fitted into the chest area.  The meter's needle swung wildly and ominously from the flashlight battery power in the pocket of my dungarees. The head was crafted from a smaller box with a Frankensteinian touch of coiled wire from ear to ear.  I painted everything silver including my dungarees and sneakers, and I was famous for one night.  It might have been a three-bag-Halloween.

Winter

I remember the oddest things about my body parts in cold weather.  On deep inspiration, the frigid Massena air would instantly freeze the little hairs inside your nose causing the nostrils to stick to the midline septum for a moment or two. 

It snowed prodigious amounts in the North Country.  The snowdrifts astounded and delighted us.  There were occasions when the drifts were of such immensity that a kid could climb onto the roof of his duplex by walking up the slope. We built elaborate snow houses.  Thinking back, I shudder at the thought of the claustrophobic fun we pursued under all that wet, heavy whiteness. To this day, I am a lover of foul weather be it a storm of ice, wind, rain or snow. Tornadoes are the exception. They are evil.

A favorite winter trick was trying to remain on the hard surface of snowdrifts after a typical upstate ice storm without breaking the surface. Your weight would inevitably fracture through the frozen crust.  The jagged ice then forced a pant leg up to your knee and exposed your calf and foot to the appalling shock of the cold and a now wet sock. 

Once, on the way to school, I spent a seemingly interminable morning stuck at the edge of The Swamp with one leg held fast up to the thigh by wet snow. Thermally challenged, thirsty and with visions of my sun bleached body lost until spring, I eventually worked my way free and hobbled home - but minus a boot never to be found again.

We skated and played hockey on the nearby frozen Swamp between Bailey and Robinson Roads. The Swamp challenged each player's gymnastic abilities.  Teammates alternately skated, leapt, ducked and sprawled over, under and on the many rink obstacles of grass clumps, cattails and scrub trees dotting our poor man's Ice-oramma.  An actual shot on goal was something of a rarity.  The Swamp played defense against both sides - a nasty willow tree high stick here, a sneaky cattail slash there.  

An Alternative Winter Sport was 'hitchin' cars' on our perpetually icy roads.  In this foolhardy amusement, one took on the role of Village Idiot and simply hid behind a tall snow bank at a stop sign.  With the approach an unsuspecting (or even knowingly sadistic) motorist, you snuck up to the rear bumper and squatted low to avoid discovery in the rear view mirror. You then grabbed and held on for dear life as the motorist accelerated away and 'enjoyed' hair raising slides for blocks and blocks.  

Leather soles worked best.  One never let go at an intersection, and it was best to disengage on the passenger side to avoid sliding under an oncoming truck. Group bumper grabs were the most fun.  You know, two or three Rhodes Scholars side by side, skimming along behind somebody's old Buick at 40 MPH.  This is how we killed time on cold nights, squatting, butt soaked, hypothermic, sick from gas fumes, thigh muscles screaming from the evening's exertions, the slush rooster tailing behind us.  Glorious fun. 

We dreaded bare spots in the road ice. At best, you merely abraded your footwear down to the inner soles with sparks flying from your boot nails. Worse, you were thrown forward onto your belly shredding your new winter jacket whence you were obliged to disengage with hope against hope of no oncoming traffic.  Ideally, like the end of the perfect wave, we ice surfer dudes would release on a curve and cruise to an elegant, soft plop into a convenient snow bank. Amazingly, I never knew of a single kid having been maimed during these winter wonderland interludes. I sincerely hope that remains true, and that the intervening years have given today's children more sense than we had then.

Spring

Spring brought a special gift for boys.  It meant exchanging our heavy rubber over boots for SNEAKERS!   After an eternity of winter clothes from Halloween to mid-April, we longed for less bulk in all things.  Sneakers fit the bill. 

Back then Sneakers were made of black canvas material with white laces and a white rubber globe on the ankles.  By September the foul stench of this popular footwear was overpowering, the fabric had been worn to rancid threadbare remnants, and the white circles peeled off during moments of boyish contemplation.  I suspect that one of the earliest Homo Sapiens use of duct tape was to bind the rubber Sneaker soles to their uppers so as to last until the fall.  But in April, your new Sneakers were pristine and magically empowering.  

Donning your Sneakers, your feet never felt so light, your legs so powerful, and your lungs so robust.  In that legendary footwear, you were unstoppable on the half muddy-slushy base paths of the first 'Hardball' games of spring.  God, in those first days of that vernal season, I had extra juice in my body.  I could run through The Project forever and defeat gravity a smidgen.  Sneakers remain a simple kid thing never forgotten.

Another highly anticipated sign of spring was the arrival of Tadpoles in The Swamp.  With the ice gone, The Swamp again became a wild place to re-discover its razor sharp, tall reedy grass hideouts, to risk quick sand daring do, and observe red-winged blackbirds, and other critters.  We collected the Tadpoles, marveled at their change to fat Pollywogs and ultimately to legions of croaking summer frogs.  

The Project Kids grieved the loss of The Swamp when the county built Highway 37 right through its heart in the late fifties.
Marbles

Spring brought a renewed and keen interest in games.  The most universally practiced game was Marbles. Like clockwork each March, The Store brought out its Marbles stock.  They came in a vast array of sizes, and colors.  Considered prizes among marble armamentaria were 'Steelies' or stainless steel bearings.  Smaller Steelies could double for slingshot ammo.  Most kids carried to Lincoln Elementary varying amounts of marbles in a sock.  Things were kept simple.  You could recognize the Big Marble Kid on Campus by the heft of his marble bag.  Honest.

The games were pickup and began simply enough.  In the most common variation, you and your opponent(s) agreed to a winner take all contest.  One of you then jammed your right heel into the still wet, boggy, school yard earth and then stepped your body completely around on your heel circumscribing a neat round hole, called The Pot.  The pot was finished off manually, perhaps with the aid of a pocketknife, allowing for clean drops from its edges.  No grounds man at The Masters paid more attention to the playing field than the denizens of Lincoln Elementary.  The objective was to attain the adequate volume and depth to accommodate ten, twenty, or more marbles. 


Stepping back, the shooters took position and in turn tossed their first marble to the hole.  Closest to the pot Went First.  Of course, a hole in one allowed that player to attempt to clean up the stragglers.  The lucky fellow then tried to move his opponents' marbles to the hole by either pushing the marble with the edge of his seasonally green-brown, callused forefinger or launching the marble to the pot with a forward snap of the thumbnail against the glassy globe.  If he missed, his opponents would try in turn.  The last guy to pot the last marble won the whole shebang.   

High stakes marble games occurred more and more frequently as the sun rose higher in the dwindling spring days.  Players became extravagant went a little crazy.  As April and May came and went, the holes got bigger to hold an increasingly larger number of marbles.  Eventually, the games would peter out with the arrival of summer and School's Out.  Marbles would be relegated to a bedroom dresser drawer and forgotten for another nine short months.
Split


I mentioned the pocketknife.  We actually carried knives to school in 1953. Pocketknives were not objects of violence and intimidation in The Project.  Our knives were the gifts of last Christmas to be used at Cub Scouts or in games of Split.  

Split was a macho game. Straightforward.  Decisive. Clear winners.  The Rules were simple.  You faced your opponent with your feet together and proceeded to flip your knife into the earth to one side of his feet or the other.  Where your knife landed marked the spot where your opponent had to place his foot. The object was to 'walk' the knife further and further out until your opponent was hopelessly 'split' and keeled over.  First to keel over lost.  

Split was best played with supple kids with good eye-hand coordination and strong legs.  You learned to pick your opponents carefully. Some natural born leader, like Billy Bissonette who grew up to be a corporate head hunter, would inevitably suggest a twist in the Split rules. Twisted is a more apt characterization.  Rather than starting with our feet together, we would start from the Split position and proceed to shorten the distance between our feet by flipping the knife between an opponent's legs. This took grit in the end stage.  Only the most macho - or heavily shod - kids would permit the game to proceed much closer than one knife's width between his feet.  Venous? Sure, occasionally, but I cannot recall any significant arterial bleeding from this noble test of boyhood.
Bombardment


A somewhat less bloody, but no less thrilling schoolyard game was Bombardment.  I don't know where the name came from but as children of WWII veterans, I can guess that the name originated in the late Forties somewhere over The Fatherland.  We didn't know then that our parents called it Dodgeball when they were kids.

One has to understand the Bombardment playing field.  The rear of Lincoln Elementary had a low, macadam playing area.  A brick wall adjoined the school at right angle.  This afforded a rectangular two-walled arena in which opposing teams faced off.  Opposite the wall was a low hill, which acted as a convenient backstop.  Bystanders and kibitzers lined the open side and helped keep the ball in play. 

Bombardment was played with a basketball.  To a little kid, a basketball is a heavy object capable of much stinging force when thrown by an upper classman, i.e., a fourth grader.  Therein was the essence of the game - survival.  If the ball hit you, you were Out - and on occasion, with some realism. The two teams had to stay within bounds, not crossing a centerline.  Those who formed up with the brick wall at their backs were usually the more stout hearted - and fleet of foot.

At the outset, players threw the ball briskly at the mass of kids on the opposing team.  If one was brave enough to actually catch the speeding ball, the thrower was Out. At first, it was like shooting fish in a barrel. All those athletically (or otherwise) challenged, including all girls, fat kids, kids who wore glasses, kids in leather shoes, kids who chewed tar and collected lead bits, and the plain clumsy were picked off one by one.  The objective was to duck the noxious missile and thus survive for another shot.  Any contact with the thrown ball meant you were Out and free to go play Marbles or Split.  The end typically had the two most nimble and strongest players in a shoot-out - usually Jerry Bissonette and his latest victim. The force of the shots became intimidating and the danger mounted.  At last, the victor would score a stinging hit on his lone opponent, and the teams would then form up for another go.  Such were the rhythms of the spring schoolyard.
Chapter 5 - DONNY AND I

  I have mentioned the name Bissonette from time to time. Of all the children of The Project, I remember best the Bissonettes including their parents - Floyd and Marge. There were nine kids: Floyd Jr., Laurel (Lori), Jerry, Billy, Donny, Ricky, and later Andy, Vernon, and Leslie.

Floyd Senior also worked at The Plant.  The family lived on Russell Road in a two-story version of the duplexes.  (You can see one in the background of the photograph on page 1.)  Their home, and my friendship with the kids, drew me like a moth to the light of their endless joy and zest amid modest means.  None of us in The Project were Rockefellers as you can see from the photograph, and given the sheer size of the family, it was noteworthy that they always included me in their family meals, outings to Polley's Bay and other family adventures.  

The Bissonettes were the most enterprising kids in The Project.  With nine siblings, these guys knew how to compete and get on in life.  They excelled at Split, Bombardment, Marbles, and business enterprises. 

The older brothers taught me to swim, fish, and hunt and where babies came from (and how they got made).  They also taught me how to earn money. We collected 'return' pop bottles and redeemed them for cash. We mowed lawns with mowers without engines.  Sometimes it would take two of us. The bigger brother pushed properly and I, down low on the handle, struggled with the grass flying in my face. We sold (begged our neighbors to buy) that all-purpose 'salve' that was advertised in comic books  - a sort of Fifties version of snake oil.  Later, Jerry taught me how to set pins at the bowling alley.  In short, the Bissonettes taught me early the elements of a good and productive life: a balance of initiative, work, and fun.  

Each kid was unique.  Floyd Jr., the outdoorsman, was the intimidating eldest boy and far too old to be an actual buddy of mine.  Powerfully built, he was an excellent athlete - especially in a pair of speed skates.  His father, Floyd Senior, was the International Juvenile Speed Skating Champion in 1924, 1925, and 1926.  Both Senior and Junior carried the nickname - Fleet - for good reason. For a long time, I had a photograph of a summer bicycle race organized by the Community Center.  Floyd, Jr. was in the lead of a great number of cyclists. Floyd Jr. suffered my presence among his little brothers and taught me respect for firearms.  

Jerry and Billy were inveterate junior businessmen always finding a way to earn money in The Project and in other neighborhoods around town.  They were closer in age, but they too tolerated me in a protective, big brother manner.  

Jerry was wiry, and I looked up to him. I remember when a car hit Jerry on Robinson Road hill. He was speeding down the hill on his bike and was knocked for a loop. I was on my way home from school, and when I heard, I ran all the way to his house thinking the worst. Although he was well and truly banged up including chipped teeth, he came through it ok.  

Billy was a natural born comedian.  He had a sly, sidelong grin and a razor sharp wit about him. He jumped on any flaw in character, physical appearance or speech and imitated such shortcomings with great skill and flair. He found humor in everything and kept us all in stitches.
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(Donny Bissonette: Front Row Left. Author: Last Row Left. Mr. Harley Scott (right) is the Teacher and Principal)

Donny, a sports fanatic, was my age and to whom I was closest. The Bissonette children younger than Donny were on the periphery of my attention span, and I can't do them justice.  Suffice it to say that Ricky and Andy suffered the fate of younger brothers - they were picked on day and night.  Vernon and Leslie were babies.

Donny and I attended the fifth grade together in the newly opened Jefferson School in 1955 and had been inseparable friends for several years. Our teacher was Mr. Harley Scott who doubled as The Principal.  I had learned that Mr. Scott, who can be seen with Donny and me in the above photograph, had also taught my mom when she was a girl in Norfork.  This knowledge gave me a false sense of schoolyard entitlement I was later to regret.  

Adding to my fantasized status among peewee peers, Mr. Scott had entrusted me with the daily duty to ring the school buzzer to signal the start of classes and recess time.  At the appointed hours, I would rise majestically from my desk, take my leave of the class, go down the hall and press the school buzzer button with all the concentration of a Cruise Missile Launch Officer.  The resultant noise of shifting seats and scuffling, boisterous children throughout the corridors filled me with great satisfaction.  I liked being a mover and shaker, but I would go too far one day.

I had informed Donny of the exalted educational lineage that ran from Mr. Scott through my mom and to me.  To impress Donny further of my imagined, special relationship with The Principal, I planned a bold step. One morning, as Donny and I waited outside for the start of classes, Mr. Scott strode toward the entrance in the imperial manner, as was his custom. As he glided past, I addressed him cheerfully within earshot of several pupils and in the casual fashion of equals: "Good morning Harley".

It seemed that the ambient temperature dropped twenty degrees instantly.  Mr. Scott stopped in mid-stride, his back to us. Slowly, his head turned, and he looked down at me with disbelief. He turned, never taking his eyes off my now shrinking countenance.  He stood there a moment and studied me as if I was some new species of bug life. My face flushed, my vision tunneled, and I struggled to control various sphincters and other involuntary musculature of my ten-year-old body.  Would I make it to eleven?

The Principal walked slowly over to where I stood, his looming figure now blocked out the sun which had up to that moment shined on me so warmly.  Donny looked the other way wisely disassociating himself from his late Best Friend. Always quick of wit, Donny was now busily tying his shoes as if I had ceased to exist. My ill-judged address to The One Who Must Be Obeyed had transformed Donny into a mere happenstance bystander - not the amigo I was trying to impress.

Principal Scott, extending his arm, pointed an attenuated index finger right between my eyes and intoned "That's Mister Scott to you."  "Y-y-yess Sir, Mr. Scott Sir!" I gasped in an early indicator of my later military bearing.  He then turned and left me to ponder what familiarity breeds.  Donny simply made a rude observation about my judgement, but we were still Best Friends. 

The "Harley" episode was one of the little moments in a kid's life that result in profound changes in behavior. I had learned something about the fine balance between kindness and respect.  I hence redoubled my efforts to stay in Mr. Scott's good graces, and I believe I did so.  He remains a favorite teacher.  A graceful, kind man, he knew how to handle kids with understated authority. I regret never having the opportunity to apologize properly - Mr. Scott.
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Donny (middle) and I strike a pose at 255 Hubbard Road in The Project

Little Brother Greg (before the BB hit him) plays nearby.

An avid Dodger fan, and after the team left Brooklyn for Los Angeles, Donny would listen to the radio broadcast of the games late in the night. With his brothers, we caught dozens of Bass and Bullhead off the 4th Pier under the footbridge across the Grass River.  

The Footbridge was a wooden structure over stone piers in the river.  In between was angle iron that held the footbridge high above the water.  Donny and I would somehow squeeze down through the timbers supporting the bridge floor and monkey down the angle iron to fish from the pier. No hoity-toity flies for us, we fished with huge, juicy night crawlers caught the night before with flashlights on the dewy grass of The Project.  

We were accomplished meat fishermen, and our angling prowess was long before 'Bass Masters' hoopla and 'catch and release' guilt. It was also at a time when Marge could use the extra protein for a family of eleven - an even dozen with me often at the table. Donny and I also gigged bullfrogs by the score on muggy summer nights.  Marge would fry up the legs to go with the bass, bullhead, perch and pike.  All was washed down with vats of Kool Aid. 

Twenty years before television's 'The Waltons', my gauzy recollection of the Bissonettes' lively dinner table remains one of my most enduring and fond memories.  It was fried, battered heaven on earth with The Gleason Show thrown in for good measure. I was exactly where I wanted to be - with my best friends.  Life was good, but all good things come to an end.

The Bissonettes were to move from The Project to a small town called Helena, thirteen miles away.  They bought a larger home smack on the Deer River where I enjoyed less frequent, but even more adventure packed weekends catching pike and bass in the rocky pools below their backyard rapids.  I would hitchhike or beg a ride to their house. Each spring, I would help the boys build a low, stone dam across the river.  For me, however, The Project had lost its magic when Donny and his family left.

Although we were now separated, I would continue to hang out with Donny and his brothers whenever I got the chance. A weekend at The Bissonettes new home was the occasion for what was probably My First Kiss with an unrelated female.  Donny and I were ice skating on a typical frosty, upstate winter night on the frozen Deer River.  An old tire burning on the shore provided light and some comfort against the cold.  Fitfully, the ice groaned and crackled. Toes, noses and ear tips stung a little in the night air.  

A small gaggle of girl skaters had gathered near the bridge in the center of town. Donny and I kept circling them like uncertain buzzards.  The circle got increasingly smaller. We knew from their coquettish, sidelong glances that there was an exotic contest afoot, but we were not sure of the prize. 

The challenge was to skate with a girl.  When you finally worked up the nerve to ask her to skate, The Drill went something like this: You skated beside her, your left hand holding her left hand, her right arm behind her back holding your right hand. The deed took great physical courage and something even more audacious - an actual conversation.  

She was a farm girl. We skated off tentatively, both of us looking back at our respective gender supporters. As we left the dim light of the burning Goodyear, I was startled by her strength when she suddenly turned, grabbed my coat lapels, and kissed me.  I thought my teeth would be ground into dust right on the spot. I could only admire her upper body strength and later imagined her tossing bales of hay up into the barn.  The Kiss was over far too soon.  She immediately returned to her girlfriends  - to report I suppose.  

Bim bam, thank you, mam'. I was summarily abandoned. I stood there a moment composing myself and contemplating this strange new preview of coming attractions.  Then, unsteadily, with bruised lips, semi-frostbit body parts and a faint smell of Juicy Fruit gum hanging in the air, I approached Donny to announce my triumph.  I had kissed a girl.  Such was the stuff of pre-pubescent rights of passage in upstate New York.

Chapter 6 - TRANSITIONS
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Donny with his, then, future wife, Fran in 1966

After The Bissonettes moved from The Project, Donny and I saw less and less of each other during our mid-teens.  Much later, while I was in the Navy overseas, I learned that Donnie was killed on his wedding day.  It was a car accident while he was en route to his honeymoon with his bride. I was stunned at the fact and the circumstances. I had long missed the funeral. 

I returned to Massena on leave several years after Donny’s death and visited Marge and Floyd in Helena with my new wife.  Although I should have been, I was not sufficiently mature to imagine their feelings. Years before, Marge had attended my high school graduation ceremony and family celebration within days of her son, Donny's, graduation. When I was six or seven, Marge had saved my life when I became exhausted while swimming at Kezar's Bay. I could not touch bottom, and I was in a bad way. She alone spotted my desperation and calmly dragged my blue, limp body back to the shore.  It was a close run thing, and nothing was ever said. 

If Floyd Sr. was ever peeved at having an extra kid at the table so often, or having an extra show up for family outings, he never showed it. He was a quiet man with a very dry sense of humor.  My lasting image of him was sitting quietly in his backyard while enjoying a brewski and overseeing his magnificent progeny frolicking in the Deer River below.

Ever upbeat, gracious and warm, Marge had not lost the special twinkle in her eyes that must have captivated Floyd many years ago.  I had been away a decade.  All the Bissonette children had grown and moved on, and I had lost touch.  We had a pleasant visit in their living room crowded with pictures of grandchildren.  At one point I went out back and stood alone on the bank of the river.  I stared at the noisy rapids below recollecting the happiest of my days with Donny and his brothers.  

I remembered Marge and Floyd's invitations to a skinny kid to 'pile in the jalopy' and join the family on another adventure.  I remembered Russell Road, The Woods, The Pine Tree, the 4th Pier, Kezar's Bay picnics, huge family meals together, and pickup basketball games with Donny on the dirt court next to their house.  My wife found me weeping for my lost friend. I was doing that surely, but I now know I was crying also for my loss of a special time and place.

[image: image4.png]


Marjorie Cross Bissonette at my High School graduation party in June 1962

Marge Bissonette, my wonderful, endlessly generous, alternate mom of the Fifties, died in 1990.  I was a Navy Captain at the time and stationed at the Army's Forces Command in Atlanta, Georgia.  The Desert Storm mobilization was well underway, and we were extremely busy coordinating the deployment of thousands of active duty, reserve and National Guard troops.  Billy called me with the sad news and to invite me to the funeral.  In the end, I did not go. I rationalized that my Watch responsibilities in the Operational Center must take precedence during the national emergency.  It was a bad decision. 

 I would not see Marjorie Bissonette again in this life. I would not hug Floyd and his children. I had missed the opportunity to express my feelings to the family who gave me so much when I was constantly among their number.  It was wrong. All the wonderful memories would not be shared.  I regretted the decision then and now, and I later apologized to The Bissonettes by writing this memoir. I loved and respected them all - especially Marge and Donny.

CHAPTER 7 - BOOMERANGST
So this is where I come out. I knew I had something to say about The Project, but I was not sure what it was until I worked through the story.  Here's the thing:  If you have a soul, then your roots and the memory of loving people stick in a kid's mind no matter how far he travels or how long he is gone. Money, position, travel, and recognition do not trump these memories. 

I remember so many things of childhood, but I find it hard to recall what was said when I received medals for superior performance as a naval officer. I had had a wonderful career in the Navy, but there is a tradeoff for the nomadic life - including atrophied friendships and missed funerals.  It's true 'you can't go home', but perhaps time redeems those who don't learn to value the right things early.

This memoir was intended as a light-hearted retrospective trip, but something happened as I wrote it.  The story became a vehicle, and my real destination emerged, i.e., honesty and forgiveness. I had abandoned my hometown and family to pursue a distant life in the military. My family has long since forgiven my early loner ways, and I have forgiven them and myself for being less than perfect.  But there it is. Good people of Massena were kind to me as a kid, and I did not return them the respect they deserved.  I never came back to tell them I remembered their generosities.

As the fiftieth Anniversary of The Fifties approaches, I suspect I am like many Boomers who long for a place that no longer exists. For a blue-collar kid from The Project I am content. My life has been a modest success.  I know that because I have learned to value the right things like the essential decency and love of my wife, my children, and their children. 

I now enjoy looking after my son's two kids: four year-old grandson Robert Fischer ------ and my six-month-old grandson Gary Forrest ------.  My daughter has announced that she is pregnant with twins. 

One of the first words his parents taught Fischer had three syllables.  He mastered them early: Grand-fath-er.  When I heard him say it the first time, it took my breath away. I had come full circle, and The Project images came flooding back.

Stephen Covey, the motivational speaker, said it best for me: Live, love, learn and leave a legacy. This story is my modest legacy to date. It takes some guys a long time to learn to love without conditions, but getting it right is worth the wait. This is the lesson I offer my children. Thanks to their mother, they are already light years ahead of where I was at their age. 

I'm still learning for that's the natural order of things. The Project, my parents, their parents, and the special people of my hometown front-loaded me with the tools for love and happiness. Later, my wife Charleen, my son Robert and my daughter Maile (pronounced My' Lee after the fragrant vine of Hawaii) delivered me from a self-centered life. Fischer and Forrest are continuing my education. I can't wait to discover how my daughter's twins will enlighten me after they arrive in the Year 2000.

Finally, allow me to paraphrase Sir Thomas More. He was asked before his execution, who would remember the many worthwhile things he had said and had done in his life?  Sir Thomas said, essentially, "my family and my teachers - not a bad public that." I wish I'd said that. Come to think of it, I think I have in my own way.
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