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WATERMELONS


In the little town where I grew up in the early 1920s, my Pop owned a grocery store.  Sometimes it was a busy place, and I had to help out.  My mother worked in the store, too, and so did my older brother, but he had grown out of the job before it was my turn.  I guess I complained about having to work, just as any other youngster would, but now that I am older the parts I remember were fun.


On Saturday mornings in summer when I used to walk the three blocks along the quiet street just after daybreak, I couldn’t help feeling some pride as I caught sight of the curled letters on the big window!

W. S. SMITH

CASH GROCERY

Staple and Fancy Groceries


Although it was very early when I got to the store on Saturday morning, Pop had been there since five o’clock.  There were not many customers at that hour, but men on their way to work in the quarries came by and bought tobacco; or perhaps they picked out a three-cent sour pickle from the open barrel to add to their lunch.  Not many people had Saturdays off in those days.  No other store was open so early, and the workmen thought Wess Smith opened up especially for them.  He let them think so, but it was more important to Pop to meet the early produce trucks which were on their way to the bigger markets in the cities.


The truckers came to know that they would find Pop’s front light on in the early hours, and that it might pay them well to stop there.  In summertime Pop never bought any watermelons until they were plentiful and cheap.  And the townspeople knew they could count on him.  If the chain store across the street wanted to sell a few early high-priced watermelons, Pop had no objection.


One Saturday morning a huge truck rolled up in the darkness with hundreds of round bumps showing through the canvas.  Dad would stroll out, looking only mildly interested.


“Some watermelons, Pop?” an enthusiastic driver would say.  Dad was the kind of man that lots of people called Pop.


“Can’t very well see ‘em through the skins.”


So the driver would have to split one open, and Pop would inspect it closely, nibbling a little piece of the red heart.


“How much did you say they was?”


“Meant to sell wholesale for thirty-five cents,” the drive might say, watching Pop carefully.


“Can’t bother at that price.”  Pop would sound disappointed.


“Won’t be any cheaper this year—that’s a fact.”


“Where do you expect you’ll sell ‘em?”


“Headed for the coal regions.  They’ll fetch a good price up there.”


“Yeah,” Pop would muse.  “That’s a long drive.”


Neither man moved away.  They both knew the bargaining was just beginning.  Pop’s main card—and he didn’t play it until he already brought the price down—was “How’d you like to turn around right now and go home empty?”


By the time I arrived the unloading was nearly finished.  I was told to make a big sign—30¢.  Pop had probably gotten them for twenty.

Across the street the chain store did not open until eight o’clock, but sometimes a new manager would come earlier, just to see when it was that Pop arrived.  One of them came one Saturday as early as six, but when he looked over our way he saw the green goods already arranged in front of the store, and Pop standing there quietly, with his crossed hands underneath his white apron, chewing idly on a broom splint.  To the chain store manager it looked as if he might have been standing there all night.  After that the chain store manager quit trying.


Chain stores in Pop’s time were just beginning to compete with the independent grocery stores.  Pop shook his head about them and said, “They’ll be the ruination of the country!”  Chain stores are owned by one big company, no matter where the stores happen to be, and Pop believed that a business should be owned by the person who ran it.  That was the kind of independence our country was founded on.  As long as Pop lived, none of us was allowed to set foot “in one of them chains.”


Our store had one big advantage.  It was set back from the sidewalk about fifteen feet, and this space was taken up by a raised concrete level.  All of this was completely sheltered by a roof that extended right out to the road, so we could pile things outside even in rainy weather.  In fact, there were Saturday mornings when there was so much piled outside it would never have fit inside if we had not sold most of it in the course of the day.  But Pop had faith, and at night we always managed to find room in the store for what was left.


In this space the watermelons were stacked in tiers as high as I was, until there was only a trench through them leading to the door.  On those summer Saturdays my mother would arrive about eight o’clock, after she had done the housework.  By that time the word had started to go out through the little town, “Wess Smith has watermelons!”  That was enough.  Everybody took it for granted that melons were as cheap and as good as they were going to get that year.  Just the size of the big pile attracted everyone’s attention.


For me it was a wonderful game to see who would win—the melons or us!  But it was hard work, too.  Pop and I stayed outside.  It was my special job to carry the melons to the customers’ cars.  (Yes, there were cars then, but not as many as now.)  Some mothers would send their children with an express wagon to pull home the melon.  And now and then there was still a farmer who would come to town with his horse and buggy.


Mom stayed inside the store to handle all the regular and less exciting business.  For even during a watermelon sale the usual customers had to be waited on.  People bought less at a time in those days, because there were no frozen foods and no home freezers—perhaps an ice box or a cool cellar to keep things in.  So they shopped oftener (as people still do in many parts of the world), and they looked on their trips to the store every day or two as a pleasant kind of change from their housework.


And, of course, it wasn’t the kind of store you are used to today—not at all like the big supermarkets, and only a little like the corner groceries and delicatessens in your neighborhood.  No customer would think of waiting on himself.  He kept on his side of the counter, and the clerk stayed on the other side.  Most of the things the customer wanted had to be weighed or measured.  Sugar, raisins, cookies, or rice would have to be scooped out of bins or boxes and weighed.


Some canned goods and boxed goods were much as they are today, but the clerk would get them from the shelves, assemble the order, add up the bill, take the money to the cash register, and make the change.  This all took time, and clerks, as they worked, were expected to talk to customers.  They were expected to ask about the new baby, or the sick grandma, or the grown son who had moved away.  And Mom was best at that.


By the time the morning had hurried by to eleven o’clock, I began to feel that it had been a long time since breakfast.  Still, Pop had to tell me to go down the street to the lunch counter for my mid-day meal.  It was the one time I got to sit at 

the counter and order my own dinner, but even so I hated to miss any of the excitement of selling melons.  Neither Mom nor Pop would eat at a restaurant.  I often coaxed them to do it, but they simply wouldn’t.  So, one at a time, when I got back, they would hurriedly walk up the street the three blocks to our house.  They would eat a makeshift meal and hurry back.


I always noticed that when Pop was not there, some of the customers waited around or decided to come back later.  Obviously they did not quite trust me to pick out a melon for them.  I resented this, and I made up my mind to learn as much about picking out melons as Pop knew.  Pop would put his head down close and tap the melon right beside his ear, using his fore and middle fingers.  After doing this with a few, he would say to the customer, without any hesitation, “There’s your melon for you!”  And the happy customer would buy it without question.  When he was very busy, I noticed that he sometimes tapped only one melon—perhaps one that he had found not good enough before—and declared it to be the  melon.  I wondered if such a customer would not come back and complain.  But on the following Monday practically everybody thanked him for picking out such a good one.


Some other day, when it was not a Saturday and we were not so busy, I asked him how he did it.  He took time to show me.  They did make slightly different sounds if you tapped them just right and had your ear just right.  It was the deep thuddy-sounding ones you were supposed to pick.  “But what about when all the deep thuddy-sounding ones are gone?”  I asked him.


“There’s always some better than others,” he replied.


“But near the end—when there’s only a few left!  The last ones are probably no better’n pumpkins!”


Pop folded his arms under his apron and looked across the street, the way he did when he was thinking out something serious.  He must have decided I was old enough to know the truth about such things.  “Well, I tell you,” he said finally.  “The real choosin’ is done when the truck comes.  If it’s a good lot of melons you 

got no need to be afraid.  Folks just like to keep thinkin’ they’re agettin’ something better than somebody else.”


On Saturdays there was no time for such talk.  The melons simply had to be gotten rid of, and I had to accept the fact that people would not trust a youngster like me to pick one out for them.  But I kept trying.


Pop would never “plug” a melon—that is, cut a little square chunk into its heart to prove that it was nice and red inside.  And he wouldn’t cut them in half.  I don’t think that he was worried about finding poor ones.  He just thought that it was in the nature of a melon to be mysterious.  That’s why it had such a good thick skin.  And he figured that people enjoyed the mystery and enjoyed taking a chance.  They liked the idea of not knowing what the melon was really like inside until they got it home on their own kitchen tables and slit it open with their own knives.  And they liked trading stories with their neighbors:  “How was yours?  I’ll tell you, I had Wess Smith pick me one out, and it was sure a good one!”


Once in a while, if business was slow, Pop would make a different kind of test to prove the melon was good.  He would take a broom splint and carefully lay it straight across the middle of the melon.  All by itself the splint would slowly turn from crosswise to lengthwise.  This was supposed to prove that the melon was fully ripe and ready to be eaten.  But Pop hesitated to get started with this kind of test, because so many people were curious that the crowds standing around tended to slow business down, rather than speed it up.  Tapping was faster.


I asked Pop if I could try testing with a broom splint for myself.  He said all right, provided that I did not always take splints from the same broom.  After all, the brooms were for sale too.  I was surprised to find how easily the splint turned and after a few tries I said, “Hey, Pop!  The splint turns on all of them!”


“It will, if you lay it just right.”


“But don’t you ever find one where it won’t turn?”


“No, we’ve been agetting a pretty good crop of melons lately.”


It was after ten o’clock that night, and of the enormous pile in the morning only about a dozen watermelons were left.  They were not very good looking.  They had been picked over, tapped and listened to, and broom-splinted until they no longer were very inviting.  The watermelon sale had been so successful that Pop would not have had to worry about losing money on these few.  But there was something about Pop and watermelons!  He looked on every one of them as a special challenge.  He was that way about other things too.  But finally he said, “Reckon we might as well carry ‘em in.”


I was dog-tired and ready enough to call it a day.  One by one I lugged them into the store.  But when I went out for the last one, a man was standing there talking to Pop.  “My!” he was exclaiming, “Is this the only one you’ve got left?  I’d have sworn when I went by this morning you’d never get rid of them!”


Pop did not tell lies, so he just cleared his throat a little and said, “I’ll tell you what—you can have it for a quarter.”  So I carried it to his car, and when I returned there was Pop standing over another “last” melon he had just carried back outside, talking to another late-hour customer.  As the customer walked away with the melon under his arm, Pop slid yet another back out through the door, and chuckled.  “Folks is so blamed contrary they’ll take the last one every time, just to keep someone else from gettin’ it.”


“Hey, Wess!” cried a heavy woman who came across the street, panting, “What’ll you take for the last one?”


By eleven o’clock the score was down to five melons, and I was hoping that we could really close up and go home.  Pop’s rule was that we didn’t eat what we could sell, because that would just be eating up the profits.  Of course, if we broke one by accident—well, you couldn’t sell a broken melon.  Since none had slipped through anyone’s fingers all day, I knew what to do.  Mom was at the cash register, getting accounts ready for closing, and when I looked at her she smiled.


“Hey, Pop!”  I called out.  “I dropped one.”


He did not seem too surprised.  He just said, “Reckon we’ll have to eat it.” 


It was after midnight when we settled down around our kitchen table with a good day’s work behind us, ready to eat “the profits.”  To tell the truth, before I dropped the melon I had tapped it.  It had no more of a nice thuddy-tone sound than a slab of cheese.


It was a wonderful melon!
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INDEPENDENT GROCER


Now the words on that store window were not completely true.  A “cash” grocery meant a store where no one could charge anything and everyone paid cash.  But Pop gave credit to a long list of customers who, supposedly, paid him at the end of every month.  Some of the people who charged things had large families and not very good jobs, and each month the balance they owed was a little more than they could pay.  So their debts to Pop kept climbing.  Pop had trouble enough paying his own bills, but he never stopped selling groceries to these people.  

“If you don’t trust ‘em,” he used to say, “they’ll take their business somewhere else.”  This seemed sensible enough when Pop said it, but I used to puzzle about it afterwards.


So the word “Cash” on the window was not quite right.  And neither were the words that described Pop’s store simply as a grocery store.  Certainly we sold all kinds of things to eat, but, besides, the store was so crammed full of other things that it was sometimes hard to find an aisle to walk through.  Luckily the store had a high ceiling so that things could be stored up on shelves or hung on hooks.  Aluminum-ware was quite a new idea and Pop always had plenty of pots and pans on the high shelves.  There were big galvanized wash tubs, too, and such almost forgotten items as Tanglefoot flypaper, ironing wax, and scrub-boards.  Hung on pointed arches overhead were all sizes and shapes of wicker baskets—for people used baskets a good deal more than they do today.  Every housewife had several sizes to choose from, to hang over her arm when she went shopping, depending on how much she intended to bring home with her.  There was always a little one to send with one of the children.  You see, people generally walked to the store and had to carry things all the way home, not just to the parking lot.  So a comfortable basket to hang over your arm made more sense than a crammed-full paper bag.


Little by little, the big chains like A & P and Acme, with their lower prices and bigger displays, kept driving independent store-keepers out of business.  Only the little neighborhood stores survived—stores that kept open Sundays and nights in neighborhoods too small for the chains to bother with.


Pop had no intention of becoming such a neighborhood store.  He was on the main street in the center of town, and he aimed to stay there as long as he wished, in spite of the big yellow chain store right across the street.  Pop was different from the other independent grocers in the town, because he was careful not to play the kind of game he knew he would have to lose.  He kept searching for things that a small grocer could do better than a big organization.


He found out, for instance, that the local manager across the street was held responsible for any produce that spoiled.  The manager was therefore a little timid about taking risks.  Pop was his own boss and willing to take chances if he felt the time was right.  I told you how we sold watermelons.  Well, peaches were much riskier because they would go rotten much faster, but there were days when bushel baskets of peaches would cover all of that space out in front of the store.


In the days before packaged frozen foods, every good housewife would “put up” several bushels of peaches in glass jars during the canning season.  Many of them waited for the signal from Pop.  He knew the owners of the nearby orchards and would sometimes visit them and arrange to buy their fruit while it was still on the trees.  While Pop and I sold peaches outside, Mom sold sugar, glass jars, lids and can-rubbers inside.


Sometimes we lost the gamble.  A rainy Saturday would keep shoppers at home, and we would find ourselves at nighttime with so many peaches left over that we would have to stack the bushel baskets in the single aisle, working our way out of the store as we did so.  And on Monday morning they would all have to be carried back outside before anyone could walk back through the aisle and get to the cash register.


Then there were the terrible hours when we would have to lift each peach from each basket to take out any spotted one before they started others to rotting.  The spotted ones were not thrown away.  We sneaked them out of the door—after the chain store manager had left and could not watch us—and took them home.  At night in our kitchen Mom cut out the spots and canned the good parts.  Our own canned peaches were delicious, but they were always strangely shaped.


I guess it was understandable that Mom was not as eager to take risks as Pop was since the canning fell mainly to her.  But Pop knew that this was one way in which he could keep ahead of the chain store, and when all went well the frantic night canning sessions did not have to take place.


These were all summertime gambles, but naturally the fight against the chains had to continue all year long.  The favorite trick of the chain stores was to cut prices on most of the better-known brands of canned and boxed goods—the staple groceries, as the sign on the window had it.  If the independent grocer dropped his prices to match theirs, they would go still lower.  In such a “price war” the chains would always win, because a giant organization could afford to lose money longer than one poor grocer could.  They could keep putting up bigger and redder signs until the independent storekeeper was losing more than he could afford.  After the little store had become an ice-cream parlor or a dress shop, the chain store prices would quietly rise again.


Pop refused to play such a foolish game.  He always kept a small supply of well-advertised items, but he specialized in unadvertised brands.  All kinds of salesmen came into the store with all kinds of unheard-of products.  Pop would have the salesman open up the sample can of beans or box of cereal so he could carefully nibble a bit of it.  If Mom or I were present, we would be asked to help judge.  (Whether or not the article passed the test, the remains were taken home for supper.)  Pop had his own special grammar, and if he liked what he tasted he would say something like:  “Them is a good bean.”


If he gave the salesman an order, it would be a fairly large one, and it would be with the understanding that no other store in the area would be able to handle that brand.  Also the salesman would have to promise to continue to supply Pop in the future.  “Let ‘em get Campbell’s beans at the chain store,” he would tell the salesman.  “But if I get ‘em to like Alice’s Baked Beans, I want to make sure they got to come here.”  If the salesman agreed, that is how it would be.


I remember customers talking with Pop like this:


“How much is Dutch Cleanser?”


“Eight cents.”  And he would place a can of it on the counter.


“Oh?  Well, you know it’s only six over at. . .”


“That’s so.  Now here’s one you can’t get there at any price.”  He puts another can beside the first.


“Sunny Monday?  Never heard of it.”


“Nope.  You ain’t payin’ billboard rent with this one.  Five cents, and half again as much in the box.”

Or:


“A box of cornflakes, please.”


“Here’s something new called Fancy Brand Corn Flakes.”


“Well. . . My husband likes Kellogg’s.”


“Twice as many for the same price.  If your husband can tell the difference, I’ll drop you off a box of Kellogg’s on my way home tomorrow.”


I’ve never heard of most of those brands since—Honor milk, Gladiator soup, or Red Raven maple syrup.  Although sometimes the customer would decide to cross the street and get the well-known brand at the cheaper price, the chain store never had it all its own way.  Puzzled young clerks over there would ask the manager:  “He Ed, this lady is looking for a can of lima beans with a picture of Abraham Lincoln on one side and Pike’s Peak on the other.  She isn’t sure she got them here!”


In his heart Pop had no real love for things in cans and cardboard anyway.  He thought a grocer was a man who was supposed to weigh things out of boxes or bins, wrap them in brown paper and tie them with a string.  Or pump things out of barrels into jars and put the lid on himself.  People who appreciated that kind of store-keeping soon had no choice but to come to Pop.  One by one, all the other little stores gave up or changed into small imitations of the chains.


You would not think these days of scooping soup beans or dried lima beans from a big bin into a paper bag and weighing them pound by pound for the customer.  Or dipping out chunks of figs or dates or prunes or dried peaches or apricots from the wooden box lined with wax paper.  And there were all kinds of cookies, displayed in big open wooden boxes, covered (in summer) with netting—not dainty cookies for ladies’ tea parties, but slabs the size of a child’s hand, sprinkled liberally with coconut or sugar crystals or spices or hard white icing.

Children who had to wait for their mothers to be waited on, had a Mary-Ann or a Ginger-snap thrust into their fists to keep them patient.


And cheese.  We had just two kinds—imported Swiss and “American.”  The imported Swiss was considered very expensive at sixty-five cents a pound, and the big wedge from which we cut it was kept fresh between customers by wrapping it in a rag soaked in vinegar.  The “American”—or just plain cheese—came in cartwheels two feet in diameter, wrapped in waxed cloth and encased in a round wooden box.  It was known that if you bought cheese from Wess Smith it would be “sharp.”  If you wanted milk cheese, you bought it somewhere else.  Pop bought his cheeses from the same sources as other grocers, but he aged it in his big walk-in refrigerator, where there was always a column of cartwheels waiting.  When another cheese was wanted at the counter, it was slid out from the bottom of the pile.  When a new cheese was delivered from the truck, it was placed on top and had to work its way down.  By the time it got there it was “sharp.”  You would think, after many years, everyone would know just about how sharp the cheese 

would be.  But practically nobody bought any without first nibbling a piece taken from the end of the big flat cheese-knife.


Pop was one of the first to handle oleomargarine—or “butterine” as it was called.  People had the idea that it was a kind of lard, and Pop had to explain that it was made from cottonseed oil and the oil of nuts.  By law it had to be sold uncolored, and we had to enclose little capsules of coloring for the housewife to mix with it at home.  Many of Pop’s customers were poor people who could not often afford real butter, and the invention of “butterine” let them feel like wealthy folks who could have butter on the table at every meal.


From all this you may gather that shopping was largely a woman’s business.  For the most part, that was right.  On Saturdays whole families came to the store together.  They would be “dressed up”—not as for church or Sunday School the next day, but not in work clothes either.  Some families went to the movies (adult price, thirty-five cents), and almost all of them stopped, at some point, at one of the drug stores or “candy kitchens” for an ice-cream soda.  But except for Saturdays shopping was for women and children.Therefore the few items that were strictly for men were kept at the very front of the store, so that the

man would not have to venture in too far.  Most men feel awkward dawdling around in a store, while most women enjoy it and are in no hurry to be waited on.

The pickle barrel was right inside the front door, because, as I said, people on their way to work often wanted to add a pickle to their lunches.  These pickles were three cents each, were five or six inches long, and swam around in the barrel

 of brine until they were fished out with a dipper.  And they were sour!  They were

the sourest pickles in town (just as the cheese was the sharpest) and if you weren’t up to eating a really sour pickle, you had better stay away from that barrel and take your three cents elsewhere.  I, for one, was not up to it even though I could have had them for free.  To this day I cannot think of setting my teeth into one of those pickles without bringing tears to my eyes.  And when I sometimes watched men—or even laughing girls—take them from the bag as they walked down the street, chomping them as they went, I grew faint.
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Opposite the pickle barrel was the tobacco counter.  Pop did not use tobacco when I knew him, though my mother told me that he had felt obliged to give up chewing when he first met her.  We never sold cigarettes.  The glass case held Mail Pouch and Red Man chewing tobacco, five-cent and ten-cent cigars, and Copenhagen snuff.  There was a cigar clipper handy, if the customer wanted to clip the end and light up right away.  It was arranged so that the working man could pop in for his pickle or his package of Red Man and be quickly on his way.

In all these ways Pop’s store differed from the chain store.  It differed in another way, too.  It was not as neat and tidy as the chain store, and I don’t think it was very sanitary.  There were just too many different things in too many different places to keep them all nicely dusted or wiped off.  Since so many products were not packaged, covers or netting was sometimes left off and flies and dust settled on them.  We had no refrigerated show cases.  In the summertime flies accumulated on sheets of Tanglefoot fly-paper, but that never seemed to reduce their number.  The wallpaper, where it showed through spaces in the merchandise, grew ever more dingy, and was never replaced.


I suppose that the fussier people stopped coming, but there always seemed to be enough customers who were willing to risk some dirt and germs to trade at a read grocery store.

TEA


Most of the people in our little town worked in slate quarries or in mills where they made shirts or stockings.  The quarrymen were mostly Welshmen.  Many of the millworkers were Italian.  And the farmers who came into town on Saturday nights were mostly Pennsylvania Dutch.  Of course, they were all Americans, but they were all, in those days, still close to their backgrounds across the sea.  They talked differently from on another, they moved and dressed differently, and they ate different foods.  Pop, who was neither Welsh, Italian, nor Dutch, had learned what each group ate and tried to keep in stock those things that the chain store manager wouldn’t want to bother with.


The Pennsylvania Dutch grew their own things and didn’t come to the store for anything special.  But many of them came to Wess Smith’s on Saturday night because Mom had been one of them and could speak their strange language.  You may know that these “Dutch” people were never really Dutchmen from Holland.  They were from the lowlands of Germany and their ancestors had come to this country many generations ago.  But they kept to themselves so much that their ways had not changed, and some of them could really hardly speak English.


Their language was something like German, but it had—and still has—an odd lilt that seemed to me both sad and funny at the same time.  In the background of Welsh and Italian accents, you could always hear—at least on Saturdays—the chant of Pennsylvania Dutch that surrounded Mom.


The Italians, too, grew most of their special foods in their own backyards.  In the Italian settlement nearby, it seemed that every fourth family made its front room into a little store to serve the other three.  So Pop could not make much for them except at tomato canning time, when they all had to make enough tomato paste to last until the following summer.


But it was the Welsh who seemed to need a special kind of grocer—for saffron and spices and, especially, tea.  The tea you buy today is usually in tea bags, and you don’t have much choice about the kinds of tea inside the bags.  There are all kinds of teas from all kinds of far-away places, and selling tea used to set me day-dreaming.


The tea was kept behind the counter at the back of the store in tall tin canisters lined up side by side.  They reminded me of the row of tall square organ pipes in church, though naturally on a smaller scale.  At the bottom of each canister there was a little door, hinged at the bottom so that when it was pulled open the tea would stay in its little enclosure and not simply pour out onto the floor.  The canisters had openings with lids at the top for refilling.  Each canister had its own smell, and if you opened up the little doors all along the row (as I sometimes would) you would get a scale of aromas unlike anything else in the world.


On the counter nearby was a small notebook where Pop had put down the kinds of tea preferred by some of the Welsh ladies.  It ran something like this:



Mrs. Evans:
4 oz. Japan green





4 oz. China oolong



Mrs. Davis:





4 oz. black Ceylon





2 oz. Hyson





2 oz. Gunpowder


The Roberts Sisters:





2 oz. black India





2 oz. Pekoe Souchong





3 oz. black Java





1 oz. green Burma

These measurements would have to be made by tiny scoopfuls into a small paper bag, and then thoroughly shaken together with a soft rustling sound.


Not every Welsh housewife had her own mix.  Most of them simply asked for “Mrs. Owens’ Mixture” or “Mrs. Hughes’ Mixture.”  But anyone could decide on a blend for herself if she wanted to, and it would be entered into the notebook.  Maybe you can begin to understand why I always though selling tea was more romantic than selling cheese or soap or bologna.


But there was a still more exciting part of the tea business.  Once in a great while the square metal canisters would need to be refilled.  When one of them was empty we refilled them all, since the process was somewhat complicated.


Long ago—I never knew how or when—Pop had found “a good buy” in tea, and stocked enough to last him for his career as a grocer.  For each variety contained in the “organ pipes” there was a giant cube in the cellar.  He and I together carried all the canisters down there.


(I shall tell you more about the cellar when I tell you about the rats.)


Pop usually went down there by himself, but to fill the tea canisters he needed my help—or maybe he had some idea of how much of an adventure it was for me.  We had to go outside and open doors that were set into the front pavement and go down rickety stairs into a kind of damp dungeon.  We had to carry flashlights because there was no other light down there.  It was simply a space dug out of the ground under the store.  Pop needed this storage space because he often bought supplies that would last him for a long time.  They had to be in cans or tight cases to last down there, and they were stacked up to the low ceiling with only narrow paths left to walk through.  I still wonder if he really remembered everything that was in that cellar.  Isn’t it possible that somewhere in a dark corner there were dozens of cases of soup or soap or barley malt forgotten for twenty years?  All I know is that whenever Pop went down there by himself, he came back carrying the case of whatever it was he went for.


Well, way in the back, propped up off the dirt floor (because sometimes water seeped in) were the great coffers of tea.  The cubes were made of metal and they were covered with a woven straw matting.  On the matting were old oriental 

labels.  inside the casings were more heavy wrappings before you came to the tea itself.


Now the tea belonged to Pop and it was his cellar.  Yet we quietly scooped the tea into the canisters as if we were stealing it!  Perhaps it was the aroma, which was almost overpowering down there.  Anyway I felt that we had crawled through a secret underground tunnel to where this treasure was, and that we were robbing some frightful overlord of his magic jewels, or that we were setting free some genie from the boxes.  I kept waiting for the crash of the gong or cymbals that would announce our capture by the lord’s faithful slave.  It was almost a relief to finish our job and seal the heavy odors (and the genie) back into the coffers.


When we returned to the upper air with the filled canisters, it was hard to accept the fact that this was really Pop’s store—that that was the coffee grinder over there, and the meat slicer, and the rolls of oilcloth on the rack, and Pop’s old roll-top desk in the little cubby-hole office at the back.


Filling the canisters didn’t happen very often.  But whenever I was asked to measure out some tiny scoopfuls of “Mrs. Somebody’s Mix” I was reminded of another world that began somewhere under the floor and opened into foreign lands.  On the one hand I was always sorry that I never found the way through to those places, but at the same time I had to admit that it was nice to feel safe and secure behind a good substantial counter that I knew was real.

BARRELS AND BARREL-SPORTS


There were two kinds of barrels.  One was a loosely put-together kind that potatoes came in.  That was called a “slack” barrel.  It had just a piece of burlap for a lid.  It was used only once.  After it was empty it was knocked apart and disposed of.  The other kind was called “tight.”  It was finely made to hold liquids, and these barrels were always loaded back on the truck when they were empty,  and returned to the warehouses.  Nowadays most of the liquids that were shipped in such barrels would be put into metal drums, and you would now only find tight barrels in wine cellars and distilleries, because wood is better than metal for aging wine and whiskey.


A barrel-maker is called a “cooper,” and cooperage is a highly skilled craft.  The up-and-down pieces—the staves—have to be bent for the swell in the barrel, and the edges have to be shaped exactly if they are to fit together perfectly enough to be completely water-tight.  The metal hoops, too, have to be shaped just right, and both top and bottom have to fit snugly into the grooves made for them near the ends of the staves.


There was a real art in removing the lid, as we did with the pickle and mackerel barrels, without ruining the barrel and losing all the liquid brine; or in “tapping” the barrel—that is, drilling a big hole in the lid to insert a pump, as we did for vinegar, syrup, and baking molasses.  This was done with a big cork-screw-looking thing called a bung auger.


Vinegar was easy to pump.  So was the baking molasses in warm weather.  But the corn syrup was thick even in summer, and in the winter I could sometimes hang with my whole weight on the pump handle without turning it.  The golden stream would remain standing from the filled jar up to the spigot of the pump, and would almost have to be cut off.


The syrup, molasses, and vinegar barrels all stood close together in one rather dark section of the store.  They made it a place of smells and stickiness and 

flies—in season.  No matter how hard you tried you couldn’t help spilling a little sometimes, and a drop of syrup would always cling to the pump spigot.  Mom kept trying to scrub the area but it was a hopeless task.  The sweet-and-sour mingling of odors was really not unpleasant, but it was not romantic like the tea smells.


Added to this was the nearby barrel of mackerel, packed in heavy salt brine.  We would pick these great slabs of fish out of the barrel and plop them into a piece of heavy butcher’s paper and onto the scales, to be priced at twenty-five cents a pound.  Besides the butcher’s paper we wrapped the mackerel in several layers of newspaper to protect the other items in the shopper’s market basket.


For some reason salt mackerel was the favorite Sunday morning breakfast in many homes, so this was yet another “Saturday item.” The mackerel as it came from the barrel was far too salty to be eaten or digested.  At home it was removed from its many layers of paper and placed at once into a big pan of warm water and left to soak overnight.  In the morning it was boiled or fried in butter.  And even so it was the saltiest thing you ate all week.


All these things could only be bought at Wess Smith’s.  Pickles, vinegar, syrup, and molasses at the chain store came in neat bottles with labels on them.  And their sale mackerel, if they had any, were sorry little things that came out of little wooden tubs.  I really never knew if the things we sold were actually better, since I never had a chance to try any others.  But for those who thought they were, and for those who liked the old-fashioned ways of grocery shopping, Pop’s store was the only one left.  And he was never “driven out of business” by the modern stores.  When he was too old to keep going, and when neither of his sons wanted to continue the battle, he sold the store to a younger, energetic fellow who, at great cost, had it all remodeled to look like a small super-market, and went bankrupt in two years.


Although the big tight barrels were “traded in” when they were empty, once in a while there would be a leaky or damaged one that could not be fixed.  Then the barrel would be carefully taken apart.  Such an event was important to me, for it 

provided the equipment for two sports—skiing and hoop-rolling.  I could, for a few days, be important and sought-after by my school-mates who wanted parts of the barrel.  Of course, there were always plenty of staves and hoops from the potato barrels, but these were not to be compared with the fine wood and metal of a tight barrel, which were something special and hard to come by.


None of my young friends ever went “skiing” in the sense that they owned real skis and traveled to ski-slopes—which really only ever happened in the movies.  But many of us had a good pair of barrel staves with straps attached.  The staves are curved, as you know, and you stand on them so that almost all of the curve arises in front of you, and there is very little behind your heel.  This tends to make you sink into the snow if it is soft, and likely fall down on your back.  But if there is enough crust on the snow, and if the hill is steep enough, and if you lean forward just right, and if you don’t really care about going very fast, you can have a lot of fun skiing with barrel staves.  If they came from a good tight barrel, they could be sanded smooth and waxed.  Slack-barrel staves were too rough and flimsy to be worth much.  Anyway these were the only kinds of skis we knew anything about when we were kids.  Our town was nestled in the hills, and Pennsylvania winters always gave us some chance to use the barrel stave skis.


But I was personally more fond of the metal hoops.  There were six or eight of them on a good barrel, the larger ones being near the middle.  Hoop-rolling is a wonderful sport.  You can have races, or you can simply go off rolling a hoop by yourself.  I think automobile traffic has ruined the sport in most towns, for you really must roll a hoop on a street or pavement.  They don’t roll well through grassy fields.  A famous French writer, Jules Romains, once gave a whole chapter of his long series of books (Men of Good Will) to a boy rolling a hoop from the topmost hill in Paris all the way down to the river, following all the streets that had just the right slope.  But that, too, was long ago, before there were so many automobiles.


All you needed for hoop-rolling was a straight stick, about eighteen inches long, and the hoop.  Also you needed hills—but not too steep or the hoop would 

get away from you, hit a curb, and bound onto somebody’s front porch.  This was the hazard of the game, for a hoop running wild might possibly do some damage.  And even if it didn’t it could scare children and old ladies.  The old ladies in particular were liable to take the hoop away as punishment for having let it bounce onto their porches.  And it might be a long time to wait for another barrel.


So it was best to pick a gentle slope where you could run alongside the hoop without getting out of breath.  The stick was for steering the hoop and keeping it generally under control.  If you just touched it lightly as it rolled, you could take the wobble out of it, or make it turn a corner.  With practice, you could make it do almost anything you wanted—even send it slightly uphill to get to the next down-slope—slow it down, speed it up, and guide it through crowds of people without having it drop over.  If you rapped it too sharply with the stick, it would start to wobble and fall to the ground.  There was no actual keeping score in hoop-rolling.  Just the same, if the hoop toppled it was something like a point off.


You can learn a good deal from rolling a hoop.  Lots of things need a gentle and skillful touch, and will tumble down if you hit them too hard.
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INVENTIONS


You would think that Pop would have had no spare time to do anything except grocerying, since he worked such long hours in the store.  But Saturday was the only night the store was open, and naturally everything in our little town was closed on Sundays, except the drug store and the newspaper stand—and there were people who thought they should be closed too.


There was no television then, and Mom and Pop did not care for movies or having parties.  So even though they both worked harder and longer than most people do now, they still had some spare time.  Once in a while there was a carnival or a medicine show in town, and sometimes relatives came to visit on Sundays, but what Pop liked to do most in his free time was to invent things.


Pop had not gone very far in school—maybe fifth or sixth grade—and he rarely read anything except the newspapers and The Progressive Grocer.   But he had a way of seeing how things worked that came natural to him.  So he thought up lots of things.


I told you that the store had a high ceiling, and that we always seemed to have more stock than we had room for.  Lighter packages, like boxes of cereal, wee stacked from the top shelf up to the ceiling, far beyond anybody’s reach.  And sometimes if you tried to snare one of those packages by means of a long stick with a nail at the end of it, the whole row would come tumbling down.  At such times even Pop, who never used real swear words, was likely to say something like, “Gol blame it!”  And it was especially embarrassing if there were lots of people in the store and if a falling package hit some woman’s hat-brim.
Finally Pop devised a kind of chute in which the boxes could be stacked, one on top of the other.  The chute dropped down over the edge of the top shelf and extended upward toward the ceiling, leaning back against the wall.  The lower section of the chute was hinged, so that when you pushed back on it, the bottom 

box would drop out. At the same time a kind of brake locked the next box in place until the hinge part was let go.  Then the remaining boxes would slide down in orderly fashion. The picture shows me as a young boy demonstrating how the chute worked.

Well, the trouble with this invention was that Pop would have had to make dozens of these chutes, of many different sizes to fit all the different kinds of boxes we had stored up there.  And Pop didn’t really like to make the same kind of thing over and over.  He would rather spend his time inventing something else.  That is why he had me pose for the picture.  He thought he might be able to sell the invention to someone 
who would manufacture it—maybe a cereal company.  But though everyone was interested in it, nobody wanted to go to the trouble and expense of making the chutes in quantity, probably because there were not enough stores with high ceilings like ours.  Just the same, I still see a clerk every now and then, reaching up with a stick with a nail in the end of it, and bringing down a shower of toilet paper rolls.


So, like all Pop’s inventions, this one did not make any money for us, but it created a lot of conversation and helped make our store different from others.  Pop did make four or five of these chutes and they remained in use in the store until he retired.  I always though secretly (though I would never have dared to say so) that the little hinged section on the end was useless, since you could just as easily reach up and take out the bottom package and simply let the others slide down into place.

And, in fact, that is what we all did when no one was looking.  But without the little hinge and brake arrangement it would not really have been one of Pop’s inventions.  There would have been no reason for the customers or the salesmen to exclaim, “Well, Wess, I swear that is an interesting gadget!  What are you going to think of next?”  I think this was worth far more to Pop than mere money.


The most serious of Pop’s inventions was his patented wagon brake.  He had figured this one out long before I was born, but I still have his beautifully-made model on display in our living room.


We have forgotten all about how it was when horses had to pull big wagons with heavy loads, and what it must have been like when the horses were going down the hill with the load behind them!  If the hill was steep, the weight might cause the horse to fall and be injured.  If a horse broke a leg, it would probably have to be killed, since a horse can’t stay off its feet while a broken bone heals.  So when a heavy load was pushing a team of horses down a hill, the drive would have to pull hard on the wagon brake to hold the wagon back.  The driver might get tired and let go of the brake too soon.  Or he might have trouble keeping an even pressure, so the horses would not have an even pull.  There were lots of hills in our part of the country, so Pop must have thought about this problem a long time.


The wagon brakes he made put even pressure on both rear wheels, and the brakes could be made tighter and tighter, a notch at a time, depending on how steep the hill was and how heavy the load.  Once the brake was set, the driver didn’t have to hang onto the handle.  When he wanted to release it, he simply pulled a little harder and then let go.  It was exactly like pulling up a window shade.  In fact, it 

was the little notched mechanism on the inside of a window shade roller that gave Pop the idea.


These wagon brakes were actually manufactured by a company that Pop had helped to form.  For awhile Pop went around to wagon makers and tried to convince them to build their wagons with his special brake on them.  It looked as though Pop was going to give up the grocery business for wagon brakes.


But although all the wagon makers agreed that Pop’s brakes were far better than the ones they had been putting on their wagons, not many of them thought it was worth their while to change, because every years they were selling fewer and fewer wagons, as more and more automobile trucks appeared on the roads. Automobile trucks did not need Pop’s kind of brake at all, so after a little while the company stopped making them and Pop went back to being a full-time grocer.


The new world of automobiles and airplanes excited Pop, even though they would not use his patented brake.  If he had been younger and without a family, I think he would have walked out of the store and tried to learn more about the way things move.  For awhile we had a small Ford Model-T truck which was used to make deliveries to people’s homes.  Pop did not like to drive because he felt he had learned too late in his life to be a good driver, but he noticed things.  There were new rules about putting your hand out if you were going to make a left turn.  This meant that the driver had to have his window rolled down most of the time, even in winter.


Pop invented a signal arm that would drop down if you reached up and pulled a little lever.  Not only did the arm drop down, but a light came on at the end of it, and it made the horn blow.  We had one of these on the Ford truck, and people enjoyed watching it work.  Some of the turn signals that came to be standard on cars and trucks at a later time were really a good deal like Pop’s, but there were simpler and less clumsy.  And, as you know, turn signals these days are usually just flashing lights, and they seem to be all that is needed.  Pop would have though anything so simple was not worth inventing, but I think he was wrong about that.


The funniest thing he ever invented was a helicopter!  He didn’t call it that, because he wouldn’t have known what the word meant, but he understood that it would be a handy thing if airplanes could go straight up.  This was by far the most complicated invention he ever tackled, and one for which he did not have enough technical knowledge.  Still there was a certain kind of sense to it.


If you pull down hard against the air with an open umbrella, it will tend to lift you.  Of course, before it would really lift you, it would turn inside out, but that was the principle Pop was working on.  He made a little model about as big as the seat of a chair.  It was a kind of platform on which he mounted not one, but two umbrellas with a small electric motor between them.


Now the umbrellas were made of metal, so they would not turn inside out.  And they were so arranged that one was always opening and pulling down while the other one was closing and pointing up.  That meant there was a continuous pumping motion against the air.  Pop’s idea was that if these pumps were fast enough and strong enough, the whole thing would rise straight up, possibly wobbling a little from side to side, as one umbrella took over the job from the other.


The trouble was that the little platform had to carry along with the motor to run the umbrellas and a battery to run the motor, so the invention never got off the ground—or rather off the kitchen floor, for it was during the evenings in the kitchen that these trials took place, with my older brother and sisters looking on.


Pop had spent many weeks designing and building this model, and though we all knew it was too much to expect, we were eager and excited to see the first testing of it.  Well, when Pop turned the switch, the thing suddenly came alive with a great buzz and clatter.  The umbrellas pumped away at frightening speed.  No doubt it wanted to please us all, and shoot right up to the ceiling.  Instead it began jumping uncontrollably all around the kitchen floor.  Its movements were so comical and so alive that it set us off on fits of laughter.  It was even worse when Pop couldn’t catch it to turn it off.


Pop was a pleasant man, but he wasn’t a laughing kind of man, and I can’t remember ever seeing him laugh really hard.  But even he had to laugh at the invention that was supposed to go straight up, but could only chase the family around the kitchen.


So the airplane never flew.  Pop realized that he had tried something he didn’t really know enough about.  But once in awhile, when we children wanted some unusual entertainment, we would say, “Pop, make the airplane go.”  And Pop, after some coaxing, would sheepishly bring out the board with the umbrellas on it and start them going.  Then we would collapse with laughter all over again, while Pop would smile wistfully and chuckle a little at the machine’s antics.


It was not until I had grown up that I began to understand how disappointed he must have been, how impatient with his own ignorance, and how much he wanted his invention—just once—to rise up into the sky!

RATS


I promised to say something more about the cellar.  There was an under-ground creek that ran through the business section of our town, and sometimes when the water was high it seeped into the basements.  And the water brought with it a breed of large rats.  When they came, they didn’t only come to Pop’s cellar.  They came to everybody’s


Once in a while they even became bold enough to come up into the main stores.  Their appearance would cause great commotion.  One evening after the fall rains had raised the creek level, I went by the local drug store, and was pushed off the pavement by a crown running wildly out of the store, leaving sodas and sundaes and sandwiches in the rush.  Inside a young clerk with a .22 revolver shot it out with an invading rat.


So when the rats came, they came to all the cellars in the block, not just ours.  Pop never went to meetings of the Merchant’s Association or the Thursday luncheons of the Kiwanis Club.  But at these gatherings “the rat problem” was common talk, and different storekeepers would trade ideas on what to do about it.


For while Pop did what many of the others did—he kept a cat and kept her hungry.  I remember her simply as “Kitty,” but she was certainly not very kittenish.  Pop thought she ought to have freedom to do her job, so he let her do as she pleased.  She was not really good for business.  She slept in the front window underneath the fancy lettering, and she sometimes rubbed against customers’ legs if her back itched.  Lots of customers objected to her, but Pop would only tell them,

“Rats don’t like her neither.”  She did a pretty good job of keeping the store itself clear of them.


But not the cellar!  Once Pop tried the experiment of dropping her down there when he closed up at night.  Next morning she was meowing to get out and was in bad shape.  The rats had ganged up on her and nearly killed her.  She nursed 

her wounds for a long time out of sight before she let customers see her again.  She was a proud cat.


Earlier, before my time in the store, Pop had a ferret.  My older brother told me about it.  A ferret is a furry animal about the size of a small cat, but with shorter legs and a smaller head, looking somewhat like a cross between a cat and a rate.  It was supposed to be a wonderful rat-catcher.  My brother told me about the time when he suspected a nest of rats behind the oilcloth rack, where he couldn’t get at them.  He climbed up on top of the rack and dropped the ferret down behind it.  Three rats scurried out in different directions, but the ferret got all three of them while my brother was still perched up on top of the rack.  I didn’t see it happen. It’s what he told me.


Just the same, Pop didn’t keep the ferret long.  It was the only ferret around, and customers thought it looked too much like a big overfed rat itself, and it made some of them shudder.  So Pop got rid of it.


Most store-keepers were satisfied to keep the rats out of the store until the stream would go down and the rats would go with it.  After all, it was a seasonal thing, and you tended to forget about them after they left.  But Pop kept trying to find ways to get them out of the cellar too, even though that seemed impossible.


Rats, you know, are very smart, and seem to be well-organized.  Also they are mean and nasty.  They not only have big appetites; they destroy things they don’t want to eat.  I think Pop thought about them the way he thought about the chain stores.  They were simply evil, and you had to keep them from taking over.


Since the underground stream kept rising and falling with the seasons, there was no way of winning a final victory over the rats who came with it.  But they led Pop to his most successful invention, which I purposely waited until now to tell you about.


He invented a kind of trap.  It was not an ordinary trap, because ordinary traps had proved to be almost useless.  Pop figured about ordinary traps this way:

1.  When a live rat sees another that is caught, he’s smart enough to stay away from such things.

2. Whether the trap caught rats alive or killed them, it wouldn’t hold enough of them to do much good when they really invaded the cellar.

3.  The bait would either be eaten by the first rat, or left so mauled that it would be a warning to the next one.

4.  Ordinary traps all looked like traps, and Pop thought rats were smart enough to know that.


So Pop made his trap out of a lard pail.  Now you may not know what a lard pail look like, but they were so common at that time that no rat would think twice about seeing one.  Lard was something sold “loose”—not packaged—and everybody used lard for cooking and baking.  All those cooking oils had not yet come on the market, and lard was quite cheap.  We scooped it out of a pail into a cardboard dish and weighed it.  The pail was round and made of tin and held 100 pounds of lard.  It was high enough and big enough around to sit on.  The pails were handy for many things, and there were always some around.


To make a trap out of one, Pop took off the tight-fitting lid, and cut a wooden disc, just big enough to fit inside the can.  Then he fixed a stick across the middle of the disc, leaving the ends long enough to rest on the sides of the pail.  You could then flip the wooden lid over, and on either side it would still be a lid for the pail.  He notched the ends of the stick to fit into little dents he made in the rim of the pail, in such a way that when you flipped the lid over, it would always come to rest in a close position.  When it stopped spinning, it always ended up as a nice level lid.  Then he nailed some cheese on both sides of the lid, so that no matter which side happened to come up, there would be something to tempt the rat.  Finally he half filled the pail with water and placed it in the cellar where the rats could get at it.


Now you see how the lard-pail answered all of Pop’s objects to other traps.  It was large enough to hold a great number.  Once a rat was inside other rats could 

not see him.  The rat didn’t have time to spoil the bait before the lid flipped, so there was always a nice piece of cheese on the lid.  And, of course, it didn’t look like a trap.  It looked like just another lard pail.


Unlike the helicopter, it worked better than any of us had expected.  The rats wee flipped down into the water, and since the sides of the lard pail were too smooth for them to climb up, they drowned.  This may sound cruel, but Pop, who was really a very gentle person, had no feelings for rats or chain stores.


As soon as he found his idea worked, he made several more.  Two of them got eighteen rats on night, eleven the next night, and the next night, three.  You see, Pop was right about the rats’ being able to catch on to things.  So Pop began to move the lard-pail traps around.  He took the cheese off the lids, and instead hung an ear of corn up over the pail, just high enough that the rat had to jump on the lid to get at it.  Sometimes he would put the trap alongside real lard pails, with a ripped sack of flour or cornmeal left carelessly in a position that would coax the rate to run across the tops of the pails, one of which, of course, was the trap.


All this kept the rats confused and the score high.  I believe the most we caught in one night was twenty-three.  Pop kept chuckling to himself the way he did when he was really pleased about something.  I could tell he wanted to show his successful trap to other people, but he was too shy or modest to brag about it.

However, the garbage man couldn’t help noticing all those corpses, and somehow the word got around as far as the Kiwanis Club luncheon.  I suppose the story might even have grown a little by the time it reached them.  Most of them were business men who had rat problems of their own.


After the luncheon a delegation came down to the store to call on Pop and ask about the traps.  Pop, embarrassed by such attention, brought out one of his now-famous lard pails and showed the men how it worked.  The men just stood around and smoked cigars and shook their heads and said things like, “Well, what d’ya know!” and “Well, I’m jiggered!”  They decided Pop should get the trap patented and make them to sell. But Pop just laughed and said he couldn’t see much 

sense in patenting an old large pail.  Just the same he looked very pleased with himself.  He said he reckoned he’d done as well as the ferret.


When the stream went down, the rats went away, as usual.  And later they came back again.  I like to think they came with some respect.

AFTERWARDS


Long after Pop had retired and I was already a grown man, Mom became worried about a little growth on Pop’s cheek that would not go away.  It was bigger than a wart, but smaller than a dime.  Mom thought that any such thing could be cured with hydrogen peroxide, but no matter how often she daubed his face with peroxide, the little lump remained.


Pop did not like to go to the doctor because going to the doctor meant “giving in” to something, and you didn’t give in until you had to.  So I explained to Pop that Mom was worried about the little lump on his cheek, and perhaps he ought to see the doctor just to make her feel better.  The only doctor Pop had ever known had died some years ago, but finally he agreed to come with me to a young doctor who was a friend of mine.


My friend looked at the little lump and felt it.  He said it was nothing really to worry about, but perhaps to be on the safe side it should be cauterized and removed.  To my great surprise Pop allowed him to make an appointment with a 

specialist in a nearby city hospital who was to do the job.  So, a few weeks later I went with him on a long trolley car ride to the hospital.


Now cauterizing is just a fancy word for burning, and at that time there was a newly invented gadget that cauterized by shooting a long electric spark at you.  I could tell at once that Pop was more interested in the gadget than he was in the specialist, who was very young and a little overbearing.  


It was a simple operation.  The nurse had Pop sit in a big straight-backed arm chair, and the doctor strolled over to explain to Pop that they couldn’t very well give him an anesthetic there on his cheek-bone, and it was hardly worthwhile putting him to sleep with ether.  “So, Pop,” said the doctor, with a self-satisfied grin, “it’s going to hurt.”


Pop didn’t think this was worth replying to, so he just nodded a little and cleared his throat.  He sat quite relaxed, letting his hands drop down over the ends of the arms of the chair.  I realized then how big and strong his hands were.  The cauterizing gadget was like a little pistol, which would shoot a long spark when the doctor pulled the trigger.  The doctor was in his long white operating gown.  This was obviously a small piece of business that he was sandwiching in between more important operations.  It seemed almost as if it was something he paused long enough to do on his way into the operating room next door.  He put a firm hand on Pop’s face to hold it steady, and then he let just one little zip of a spark shoot against the cheek.


He paused, expecting Pop to wince, but Pop didn’t.  Then he tried another little zip.  I realized that the doctor was being careful as a result of experience.  His aim had to be right, and he wanted to allow for any shrinking away or wriggling the patient might do when he felt that hot spark hit him.  He tried a third time and still Pop did not move.  Then the doctor went to work in earnest.  The spark went round and round, a little blood trickled down Pop’s face.  I looked again at Pop’s hands. 

I thought at least he might grasp the ends of the chair-arms.  But they hung there 

limp and gentle, just as when he used to cross his wrists under his big store apron in the old days.


It took longer than I had thought it would somehow, but at length the little growth gave up and parted nearly from Pop’s cheek.  While the doctor scrubbed his hands and got ready for more important things, the nurse put a pad on Pop’s cheek.  So far I had made all the arrangements and Pop had not said a word.  But the doctor was curious.  He took had looked at Pop’s hands.  Before he rushed off, he had to ask him a direct question.


“What’s the matter, Pop?  Didn’t that hurt?”


“I reckon some folks would’ve hollered,” Pop told him.


On the way back home on the trolley car we didn’t talk much.  You must have gathered by this time that Pop was not much for idle chit-chat.  But I began to think that maybe I had taken Pop too much for granted all those years.  I thought of all the people who had come to respect Pop because they came to know what they could expect from him—all the agents from the wholesale houses, the customers (especially those on credit), the chain store manager—and the rats!  And, I think, the doctor with the cauterizing gadget.  It wasn’t that often that any of them would come across a man who simply did what he thought he ought to do without “hollering.”





          THE END
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The Store, decorated for Old Home Week, August 1912. The white monument is a temporary part of the celebration. The left half of the building is the Steinmetz Bakery. The building was built by the Steinmetz brothers and occupies the site from which our house was moved.
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