“Straining your milk” in Olean

or

Making a buck as a kid


On January 3, 1956, Dad marched me over to the Social Security Office on Laurens Street to register and get my working papers. It was my fourteenth birthday and I was a high school freshman. He had already lined me up with my first official job: stock-boy at Grand Leader’s women’s clothing store across from his restaurant, where I went to work the next day.


It wasn’t as if “the world of work” was new to me. Grandpa Space was still going to work as a railroad laborer when I was young. However, Grandpa Jenks virtually gave up working when, as a 43 year-old father of five, he lost his businesses (a country dabbler in dry goods, real estate, insurance, and an occasional mortician) in the Depression. All of my uncles were semi-skilled laborers: factory workers, truck drivers, construction hands.  My dad and an uncle-by-marriage co-owned a downtown restaurant whose clientele was mainly shoppers and local business employees. They worked like mules, but wore ties.
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During the busiest times, I was expected to “help out” by doing dishes and stacking  them, cutting French fries and mopping up slushwater from customers’ snowy boots. Thanksgiving, pre-Christmas, Easter and pre-school week were the boom times for a downtown restaurant; they were also school kids’ vacations and spending them in the restaurant’s kitchen, especially Saturdays, was hard to accept. But, I witnessed how hard my parents worked day after day, six days weekly, fifty-one weeks a year, year in, year out. How could I not pitch in? They were exhausted at day’s end. Maybe I was ten when I started helping.

         I shoveled snow, heavy Olean snow, chipping through to clear the sidewalks of packed snow and ice. A couple of long, wide driveways could net a kid a quarter each. A front sidewalk would go for a dime, with hopes of a nickel tip. On a good day, I’d earn $1.50.  

You had to be twelve years old to be a caddy. I snuck into the caddying gig when I was 11 ½.  Bartlett Country Club was only a block beyond my elementary school, about a mile from home. Lillian Mahoney, who oversaw my junior high lunch hall, recruited me to caddy for her in a women’s weekend tournament. I didn’t dare say no to “Diamond Lil”, a pudgy mid-40’s “spinster” with lots of  “lady friends”. 
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I lugged her bag around eighteen hilly holes all morning. She paid me $2.50 plus a quarter tip. Two other school teachers hired me to “caddy double” for nine holes in the afternoon. Toting a golf bag on each shoulder, I walked the front nine in 2.5 hours, netting a whopping $3.00 plus fifty cents tip. Over six bucks in one day!


It took me several days to recover physically. Both shoulders were swollen, chafed and sore. My butt muscles and quads screamed and quivered. And, why not? A leather golf bag with contents weighed thirty pounds...easily!  I weighed about 100 and was 5’3”. Plus, they were lousy golfers, averaging seven or eight strokes per hole, zigzagging the ball down the fairways.. Caddying double without showing pain or unhappiness was an additional burden. But, it was reliable two-days-a-week money during two pre-puberty summers.    

After caddying, at dusk , I’d walk the entire course again, but this time in the woods, hunting for lost golf balls which I’d sell them back to the “pro shop” the next day for $2.00 a dozen. When caddying, by keeping watch over the parties behind me and in front of me, as well as my own, I’d mentally “landmark” where balls were frequently hit astray. My “observational data” quickly revealed which areas of the rough held the most promise.

There always seemed to be ways to make the money it took to buy comic books, Skybars and Mallo Cups, movies and popcorn, stuff for my bike and, later, hourly rates to play pool. Gifts for others on holidays and birthdays took a big bite, in spite of the “Christmas Club” account that my sister, Marylee,  and I donated to at the rate of fifty cents a week (we’d split the $25 when the account matured two weeks before the holidays).

But, now I was fourteen and starting a job as a stock-boy, having no idea what I was employed to do. From four to five, Mondays through Fridays, and for two hours on Saturday, I washed the show windows, sorted clothes’ hangers, folded dress boxes, dumped trash, swept floors and swabbed the bathroom.  School let out at 3:17 p.m., so I had time for a coke with pals before crossing the street to go to work.  Seven hours at seventy-five cents per totals $5.25; after social security and withholding, I netted $5.04.  


The second year, minimum wage went up to a $1.00. I was ecstatic! Seven bucks a week!  I envisioned myself as Scrooge McDuck, doing swan dives into my vault of gold coins. Then the demoralizing news; my hours were being cut by two, down to five a week. New take-home? $4.93. Such was the reward for never missing one day of work for a year straight. But, I continued that ‘perfect attendance’ record through the second year and refused to discuss this ‘slight’, even with short, rotund Mr. Tannenbaum from the parent store in New York City whose periodic visits would leave the dresses reeking of cigar smoke for a week. Then, I moved on, but not before the hourly pay screwing backfired on my bosses.


An audit of the business by either State or Federal officials uncovered a mistake in my workload; when minimum wage was seventy-five cents, a law required that someone my age must receive a minimum of ten hours and no more than twenty hours weekly of employment. Since the first year of work had passed, the store was required to cut me a check for $160!   That windfall paid my way to Ferndale, Washington to visit Jim Kent, my former neighbor-pal whose family moved there when the Olean refinery shut down and was relocated  two years earlier.
 


When I turned sixteen, legally permitted to work longer hours, a lead from my Dad took me to Bob Anderson, a local sign painter and commercial artist, who was looking for an assistant in his shop. I was hired at $1.20 hourly, except Saturdays. That was the day I was paid “by the job”, which was silk-screening the following week’s paper “sales signs” for the 35-store “Market Basket” food chain.  Each 2.5’ x 4’ sheet was screened with two colors, one on the top for the item, red on the bottom for the price. “CUKES, 9 cents lb.”  I’d receive $1.00 for every stencil’s run of thirty-five, do 10-13 stencils, and complete the day’s work in four or five hours. Smokin!


I loved my job and my boss. He was thirty-nine, married with two young kids, and had his sign shop behind his house. Bob treated me like a young adult, even taking me with him on a coffee break at the nearby diner. He’d introduce me to customers and his friends as his “assistant”! Bob taught me the basics of lettering, shading, making decals, building outdoor signs and designing lay-outs. It was a true apprenticeship for me and I learned so much by merely observing him on task. We’d joke around some, but, mostly, we were both happy with our labor. Talk radio shows fed our topical conversations daily. 


Bob was a highly talented artist, much more than a sign painter. With a degree from Albright Art School at the University of Buffalo, he was a true commercial artist who loved to create, paint and erect beautiful signage for store windows, storefronts and billboards. One of our favorite jobs was doing the entire interior of a new Market Basket store in Smethport, Pennsylvania, right down to the 3-D lettering over each department: Meat, Produce, Dairy, etc.  I was, in actuality, learning a trade and as I approached graduation, he asked me to consider entering a six-year cooperative degree program at UB, which he’d sponsor; I’d work at his shop part of each year and go to school the remainder. What an offer! I pondered it privately, not sharing the offer with anybody.


Here was my chance to make a good living, a way to go to school free and come back to Olean as a professional, a commercial artist. Bob went so far as to assure me that, if I stuck with him, there would be an eventual partnership for me at thirty and, upon his retirement, sole ownership! I mulled this over constantly for weeks. Here was my future!


I declined the offer because it would have meant spending the rest of my life in Olean. No, I wanted a bigger world. I could not, in the end, commit myself to Olean, as much as I loved my town, my boss and my job. Bob understood. And, he remained my mentor until he died, way too young, as did his wife who preceded him in death.


On my last day of work in the summer of 1959, Bob took me to lunch and gave me his old set of quill brushes, the ones he’d used for lettering, and an assortment of his best bulletin paints. I had built two small silk screens from scrap that were mine to keep, also. These art materials went with me to college, where I was able to set up a small ‘in room’ business doing event posters with my silkscreens and lettering fraternity/sorority paddles with my brushes.  The fumes in my single dorm room were, in all likelihood, killing enough of my brain cells to keep me from graduating summa cum laude.


Within the first few days at Grove City College, I landed a job as a trainer for the athletic department. As an apprentice trainer, I learned numerous ways to tape knees and ankles, dress blisters and cuts. A corps of us took weekend workshops from Kramer’s, the company famous for “Atomic balm”, “Tough-skin” and other athletic supplies. I was assigned to work under the soccer head trainer for games and practices, plus Saturday home football games. My “pay” was a big reduction in my semesterly boarding fee.

It only took a few days before I realized that my soccer skills were better than many who were on the team, so I volunteered to be the 22nd player in scrimmages, when needed. By the second week on the job, and for the rest of the season, I was officially a player/trainer. The rest of the season and the following years, I played fullback.
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When my first college vacation rolled around at Thanksgiving, I hitchhiked 150 miles back to Olean, lending a hand at the restaurant. My first day home for Christmas vacation was my first day on the job as a seasonal postman, assisting Mr. Joe Tanous. My route spanned the area from the high school up Laurens Street to Ninth Street and the whole factory district, twice a day. Cold, long days outside, but excellent pay (for me) of about $1.50 an hour. I held this job for three straight Christmas vacations.


The second Christmas was a bitter cold one. In Olean, that means a straight month of temperatures below zero, a month with old snow…white on the ground, gray near the streets. My work attire consisted of a hip-length Woolrich hunting jacket with a high collar, matching full-length pants and a canary-yellow “Russian cap”: fur-lined with pull-down earmuffs. Long, thermal one-piece underwear with pee and poop flaps. Double gloves. Insulated boots.  


The Silver Slipper, a factory worker’s bar, was on my route. When I entered, my face felt on fire as I was engulfed by hot, stuffy air instead of sub-zero frigidity. Sitting at the bar at lunch-time were two older school-system maintenance men, Slim Metcalf and Eddy McGinnity, with whom I worked during summers, having a few drinks on their Friday paychecks. “Hey, College Boy, come have a drink!”  While jawing and gossiping, a Boilermaker appeared and I downed it…a shot of whiskey, a glass of beer as a chaser. I warmed up internally, and had a second one, said good-bye and headed back outside.


About one hundred feet down the street, the arctic air hit my lungs. My brain, just recently thawed by booze and a heater set on “Hell”, couldn’t tolerate the hundred-degree drop in temperature. With my mailbag on my shoulder, I quietly fainted, flat out on a snow-covered lawn..


I heard a voice yelling, “Hey, you okay?”, opened one eye, looked straight up into the face of an old fart who was walking his dog.  I was paralyzed! I said, “Call my mom” and gave him the number. Ten minutes after he left, Mom pulled up in the car where I was now sitting against a mailbox, helped me into the back seat, took me home and put me in bed. I came around three hours later, having slept off the alcohol and the chill. Mom drove me back to my route as the low, feeble sun began to set so that I could hoof the remaining three miles of deliveries.  


At Easter-time, I landed a job at Oppenheimer’s Florist Shop on North Union Street near the Olean House. I was the ‘easter lily guy’, in charge of the watering and  lighting for thousands of plants, all of which had to come into bloom on time. These I delivered to churches, businesses and homes. In between, I helped prepare funeral wreathes and large cut flower displays. When the post office job ended, I became the ‘poinsettia guy’ during Christmas breaks.  A buck and a quarter an hour.


Summers were my chance to make the money needed for next year’s school expenses. I landed a job with Olean Public Schools as a summer maintenance worker.

A crew of four-five college students became known as the “Bull Gang”, due to the nasty, hard jobs assigned to us by the regular maintenance crew who, apparently, saved all the work they didn’t want to do for us to do in the summer. But, it was $1.50 an hour, forty hours weekly and a way to learn a variety of skills: basic concrete work, furniture refinishing, roofing, plumbing and carpentry. I learned to tear down and clean big boilers (asbestos insulation included) that heated entire school buildings. No masks. No filters.


By the summer of ‘60, I was co-foreman, with Leo Noonan, of the ad hoc Bull Gang and had truck-driving responsibilities (a good-sized stake truck, a pick-up and a panel truck). There was some goofing-off, like sneaking a nap on the stage-prop couch under the auditorium stage…if the school janitor, Bert Kram, wasn’t already snoozing on it. How many passes through downtown could a feller make on a given day driving his truck “on the job”? My record was fifteen such trips in one day, fifteen opportunities to see who was on the streets and whether any cute out-of-town girls were shopping.


For three summers, I held this same job at the same wage. The skills learned have been with me every since, applied to household projects. But, the big lesson learned came from watching the full-time maintenance crew go about their jobs, year upon year, with no concern for growth, progress or variety. Same routines until retirement. Not me! By the end of August, I was ready to leave my tools behind and go back to college with about $500 in the bank.


Four straight years of college without a non-working “vacation”. No spring breaks at Fort Lauderdale with a bunch of frat brothers, no skiing over Christmas break in the Poconos.   

There were always day or weekend jobs, such as unloading a boxcar of frozen turkeys and re-stacking them in Crosby’s cold storage, just below the tracks. At college, I collected dry-cleaning in the dormitories, carried heavy bags to the downtown dry cleaners; three days later, a truck would unload it in my room and I’d return it to the right guys, collect the money and give it to the cleaners. They’d give me 10% for my labor or four cents per shirt. The hardest part, next to lugging eighty pounds of dirty clothes a mile, was getting the money from the dorm dwellers; they’d usually not be in their rooms or they’d be broke. Many didn’t want their clothes back, ever! 


I recall holding a clothing sale in my room one Saturday and taking in almost fifty dollars. Sport coats were $2.00, shirts fifty cents. Some guys actually bought their own clothes back; If so, I made them pay for the dry cleaning, too. 


Back in Olean, the school maintenance job disappeared the summer after I graduated from college. Needing work badly before starting graduate school at Vanderbilt in the fall, I scrounged a job at Al Cecchi’s News Agency  which was, in effect, a magazine, newspaper and paperback book distributorship. My responsibilities ranged from weekly lawn-mowing (detested it) to driving a panel van containing 1,500 copies of The Buffalo Evening News to thirty-six different locations in Bradford, Pennsylvania every weekday (loved it).. Back to $1.35 hourly, but I was able to save $400 to buy my first car, a used, bottom-of-the-line, low-mileage, old lady’s car… 1957 Plymouth Savoy.  
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From then on, my ‘world of work’ was education, as a high school teacher or university professor, or as a university administrator. And I entered that world in Olean, at St. Bonaventure University in the summer of 1964, after having completed a year of graduate school at Vanderbilt University.


I was home for the summer when a phone call came from Professor Joe Coleman, Chairman of the Modern Languages Department. He asked if I’d be interested in a summer job teaching first-year Spanish for six weeks and working in the language lab for $600. Since I had a lead on a construction job that paid well, I declined. He then sweetened the offer when I mentioned that I planned to take a three-week course toward my Pennsylvania teaching certificate later in the summer (I had accepted a teaching position in Warren, starting in September).  Mr. Coleman threw in six hours of free tuition, enough for me to take two more courses toward certification, but I was still uncertain. Then he grabbed my attention.


Joe said, “You’d teach a class of thirty, all of them are elementary school teachers who need to pass basic Spanish in order to earn their master’s degrees. All are female and only one is married and a local resident.”  I said yes. In truth, my crotch said “Yesssssss!”


I looked sharp when I opened the door and entered the classroom where I stood, stunned, as my eyes surveyed a sea of brown, black and white: twenty-nine Franciscan Second Order nuns.  And Mrs. Conte, wife of my high school coach, Matt.    


So, what have I taken away from this sequence of part-time or temporary jobs, from my first day of work eligibility at fourteen until my first permanent job at twenty-two? To my knowledge, I never played hookey from work, not once nor did I show up more than five minutes late. If I was out due to sickness, I have no memory of it. However, there were many Saturday mornings at the sign shop when fumes from the silk-screening paint slid up my nostrils and collided with a beer hangover. My jobs provided me with pocket money and school savings, and I had to learn to manage my earnings. A variety of female and male bosses were a window into the adult working life, as were a colorful assortment of co-workers, mostly men. I saw a clear dividing line between bosses’ and workers’ traits. The former had more enthusiasm, the latter didn’t care much.


For a kid, just showing up is a big responsibility! It’s a mandatory activity after a day of mandatory school. It severely limits participation in after-school activities, sports practices and socializing. To have a job meant having to make choices, limit options. And, jobs used energy that could have been expended in other ways, like studying or chasing girls.   

I learned that I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life busting my hump or, as Slim Metcalf (see ft. 1), maintenance foreman for the public schools, used to say, “straining my milk”. For a kid, I did a lot of hard physical labor, some of it dangerous, lots of it unhealthy. Then again, I learned the basics of many trades, from carpentry to sign painting, skills that have stayed with me and still serve me decently. I learned to relate to educated and under-educated adults from myriad backgrounds. I grew up. 

What I didn’t have were any job contacts in the “professional” world. Office jobs or non-physical jobs never came my way; the closest was my two years at the sign shop.

To work in my dad’s “office” meant to work at the restaurant. I really lacked professional male role models growing up, other than teachers. 

The era of part-time or short-term jobs extended from my fourteenth birthday in 1954 to the beginning of the school year in 1964. And, starting a career in teaching wasn’t a route to big bucks, either. But, it was where I had been headed since sixth grade.

It was where I stayed for the next forty-three years, one September at a time.

Footnote 1.  Slim Metcalf drove my school bus driver when I was in high school. He stayed on as a maintenance foreman for the public school system until his untimely death in the early 1970’s.  A deranged young man, last name of Barbaro, infiltrated the high school on a weekend and set up a sniper sight in a library window, wounding several (including Jerry Thornberry, a fireman). 

What happened didn’t surprise me. Slim’s bravado compelled him to work his way through the passages, some of them known only to us maintenance guys, to the library entrance. He was determined to get the shooter. Instead, he was shot dead.  

