AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A GHOST
REFUSING HEAVEN


CHAPTER 1
REFUSING HEAVEN

I am now a little over two years old and about to join my two dead sisters. I had no real knowledge of life’s joys or the meaning of death; no knowledge of angels or heaven; only knowledge of my earthly hell. Dad told me when I was in my teens that mother had called him in a panic from the hilltop house saying that I had stopped breathing. He later asked her why she hadn’t just called the doctor; telling me that he was perplexed by her odd behavior. Dad explained that he had placed towels soaked in cold water on my head and how I finally began to respond. I don’t remember any of this, and I don’t remember going to the hospital. My first memory of the hospital was dying and meeting the angels. 

     My hospital bed was on the second floor, first room looking into the stairway. The hospital sat next to Beaver Dam Lake - wooden frame, and three stories. In its better days it had been a lumber baron’s symbol of new wealth before being converted. When my hospital door was open, I could see people’s heads appear as they came up the stairs. Soon their bodies would follow, but the bed was so placed that I never saw their feet. It was like magic lying there in bed; people just floated into view through the open door. 

     I have this picture clear image of three people standing by my bed: at my head was a nurse in white uniform, next dad and third, the doctor. I didn’t know the doctor’s name then, but he was gentle and kind.  In the back, near the room’s closed door, was a faceless figure; none of its features were visible as it stood in the shadows of this dying room. I remember hearing the doctor tell dad that I was gone. Next, the sheet was pulled over my face, and I could no longer see light. I didn’t like the darkness that followed, but it didn’t last, a moment later I found myself standing between my father and the nurse looking down at my lifeless body. I don’t recall how I got out of bed; I was just standing between my father and the nurse. This happened instantly! I was amazed at how tall I was standing there. I was standing shoulder-to-shoulder between my father and the nurse. Or, was I floating shoulder-to-shoulder between my father and the nurse? We were all looking down at my corpse. 

     As I contemplated my dead body and how I could be this tall, a series of lights appeared in the distance, grew brighter, and moved toward me. The view of the hospital room and my bed faded away, and my total world consisted of approaching, twinkling lights. The lights came from a great distance and dominated my visual field – they were rapidly moving toward me. As the lights came nearer, they were transformed into a group of warm, smiling faces, and then their attached bodies appeared - five or six people approached me. I don’t recall the exact number, but they were both young men and women. Their arms were outstretched, and I knew they were going to take me to Heaven. I didn’t know any of them, and Uncle Gus was not with them. But they were all about the same age as Uncle Gus. None of the angels were old like grandpa or grandma. None of them had wings; they just floated through space effortlessly. Their smiles made me feel warm and wonderful as they came nearer. At first I was eager to embrace them. A sense of peace and happiness was totally enveloping me. They started to reach for me, and I knew I was about to leave Earth forever - the gate to Heaven was opening for me.

     A moment later I stepped back from the angels, I consciously decided that I was not ready to go to Heaven. It was a strange moment of choice, and I have always remembered it as an option that was given to me. Why?  Why would the choice of life or death be given to a not yet three year old? I seemed to know that going to Heaven meant never seeing any of my family again, but more than any thing else was the feeling that I was not yet ready to leave. I turned my back on the angels, and waited. I thought they would grab me and make me go – they didn’t. I am sure I would have gone if Uncle Gus had been with them. I liked Uncle Gus. I looked down at my sheet-covered form as I again became aware of being suspended between my dad and the nurse; a vivid picture in my mind that always stays with me. Next, I very consciously got back into my body. The sheet didn’t seem to be a problem and I passed through it without effort. I didn’t like being covered by the sheet, unable to see, and remember trying to get it off. 

     Dad told me later, when we talked about my dying in the hospital, that the doctor pronounced me dead and began placing the sheet over my face; dad then asked to have my nose tube and arm IV taken out. The doctor removed the tube and IV, covered me with the sheet and pronounced me dead. A little while later dad said I started to move. I never told him that I had watched myself die, or anything about the angels. He would recoil from any attempts on my part to discuss other worldly experiences, and made it clear that they were just nonsense. I learned before I was three years old that people in my world would accept any crazy explanation for things not understood rather than discuss life’s mysteries. By the time I was five or six, I quit trying. Life-long mystic experiences simply became part of my private life, and I would not be confident enough to share them at any length with others until I was middle aged. 

     As I began to breathe and stir, the shadowy figure by the far wall moved into the light – it was mother. I felt a strong sense of fear, and was filled instantly with terror; a feeling that I would have many times through the years as I grew older. How strange that I should feel such terror when only moments before the angels had made me feel totally loved, safe and at peace. My young and growing mind would experience these contradictions with their vivid memories, and recycled pains over and over again - for decades. I often felt this was my penalty for staying on this less than perfect planet, and refusing Heaven. 
     I returned home with dad and mother only to find that I could no longer walk or talk. The crib once more became my daytime jail, and it was more confining now than it had been when it was exclusively mine. I don’t remember where my sister June slept - she was slightly more than one year old, and this single family crib would have been her usual sleeping place. Although, she probably just traded places with me, taking my bed and me hers. There is a blank space in my memory, but eventually I went to grandma’s and to the safety of her loving arms. 

     Returning home, the old farm house routine started all over again, I had to learn how to both walk and talk a second time. I recall being put back in the crib, I was bigger, but my muscles were weak. I was not strong enough to pull myself up and over the crib’s bars - I was totally imprisoned. Feces and urine once again caked me and the unwanted diaper as it would dry to my skin during the long day as if glued. I remained urine soaked much of the day, but it too would usually dry before Madge returned. I was unable to forage for food, and frequent hunger and thirst returned as I tried repeatedly to leave my unwanted confinement. I was once more alone in the dark; the eternal dark that I both loved and hated. The dark was my friend at night and my enemy during the day. Eventually my strength returned, once more I started walking, and my ability to talk gradually came back as well. My reacquired ability to use the toilet was a gift that most adult memories can only speculate about. Finally, I was once more free of crib imprisonment, free from stinking feces and urine, free from red, raw skin, and free from immobility.

     It was still summer weather outside, and I would often meet my brother coming home after school. He would fight with neighbor boys – all Italian. He did not like Italians, and called them Wops and Dagos. Bud would beg me to get mother as the Italian boys would not let him into the house as long as he kept calling them names. I never wanted to leave, I wanted to stay and help him fight - he was my brother. Bud would demand that I get mother, I would eventually and the Italian boys would run home. My brother taught me early that Wops were mean. He never used their names - they were not real people - just Wops and Dagos. 

     Once I was free of the crib, got my strength back, and could walk again, I was not as lonely as I had been before going to the hospital. I could leave my body whenever I wanted to, and I did this often. I was afraid to fly very high in case I might fall. I didn’t know how I stayed up in the air and this made me fearful of flying above the clouds. I practiced flying close to the ground, and never went too far from the house, or out over the water. I was afraid of getting lost too. I enjoyed flying above solid earth and would let my body float gently down to contact, but I was afraid of landing in the lake and drowning because I didn’t know how to swim. Reality was such an easy thing to create. Later, I would learn, creating reality is what makes us human, and, how we create reality is the key to understanding who we are.    

     My muscles reclaimed memories and I was soon walking and talking again - everyone gave me attention for trying. After hospitalization, I had an expanded sense of freedom. I could fly whenever I wanted to, and leaving my body was pleasant – a little like talking to the angels.  It was very peaceful being out-of-body, and these experiences were some of the happiest moments of my early years.  I tried to explain flying to mother, but she would just place her finger over her mouth and shush me up. I was walking better than ever, and was once again in control of toilet functions, walking and talking. I was happier than I had been before I died, and remember laughing often. Sometimes I would laugh at the smallest things, and just keep laughing and laughing until Madge physically made me stop. Laughing was a fun place to be; my cares would float away and I would be in a world where only laughter existed; a world where pain was blocked and nonexistent. I liked other children, and fear of ordinary things was something I no longer had. Fear was a feeling I saw on the faces of others, not something that concerned me. I had trouble understanding it. I was free of fear, and I loved this new sense of well-being!  People were afraid of so many things; falling, getting hurt, death, and physical pain. I would not understand the intensity or meaning of these feelings for many years, and for some, not for decades.  

IDES OF MARCH: BIRTH

Blowing snow, large wet flakes splattering against the windshield of the 1935 or maybe it was a 1936 Buick, wind sliding the car like a giant hand as Doc fought for control. Doc always bought a new Buick every two years, and continued this practice when I knew him during my later teen years. The trip from the hospital to Upper Lake Vermillion would have demanded everything his pneumonia-racked body could muster. A blizzard that intense, that late in the season, dictated a home delivery. Wet, sticky end of March blizzards combine snow, freezing rain, and ice crystals that cling like glue; they paint the trees and landscape like diligent gods and everything becomes a fairyland. Doc would have fought against the slope of the narrow blacktop highway; a highway transformed into a treacherous skating rink not fit for day or night adventure. A chuck hole, or frost-heaved mound of ice could instantly spin his seat-belt-less car into the ditch, or worse, leave him immobilized, out-of-sight, slowly freezing. Transporting a pregnant woman under such severe weather conditions was unthinkable. This was Madge’s fifth child, two living - two dead: her second baby had survived less than one month after delivery, her third less than six months; Vonna was her fourth birth baby and the second child to live. The odds: this new baby had a 50-50 chance of making it. And, so it was 50-50!
     Doc should have questioned his sanity - driving half-blind over treacherous roads was not something he would have advised his bed-ridden pneumonia patients; yet, there he was with rasping lungs risking his own life to ensure the arrival of a new country bumpkin. Turning back most certainly would have ended the life of this soon to be plucked fetus; pink flesh struggling to become free and live. Flipping the Buick into a desolate farmer’s ditch with his own inflamed lungs would have been suicidal. Doc should have remained in bed, but instead he drove on because that is what country doctors did; it was a fact of rural life in Northeastern Wisconsin and much of the Midwest. Medical people lived with the elements and the poverty – they were part of the community, one of the people. The pressures put on a country doctor, who was on call twenty-four hours, seven days a week, created a special toughness of mind and spirit, while at the same time the body almost daily begged for relief from this unremitting routine. 
     Heading east from Island City on Highway 48, the road to Upper Lake Vermillion is known to locals as being at the bottom of the first deep valley, the lake being just a short distance south of the intersection. In later years, I always looked for this valley in inclement weather when I drove to my brother’s farm. Doc would have known most of the county roads well, the way he knew each family and their children, and later their children’s children for miles around. Ten years of practice in Barron County, in the depths of the Great Depression, taught many lessons. Hard liquor was one of them, and it got Doc through many days, and many years of rural medical servitude. Alcohol prohibition for country folks had been as effective as telling birds not to eat worms. Doc was from the old school and felt a commitment to his patients the way some preachers feel an umbilical connection to their flocks. He wore the same tired face of local farmers scratching out a meager living during the desperate days of the 1930s. 
     Doc was never a drunk in the traditional sense, but did imbibe multiple martinis during the dinner hour. Some folks tossed their drinks down, but not Doc - Doc imbibed. Doc’s martinis had the slightest hint of vermouth with the olive rubbed round the ring of his glass before being gently dropped into the liquid itself. Doc drank his martinis slowly savoring the mixture of gin and olive juice as he carefully rotated his martini glass with each sip; thereby, enjoying the same mixture of gin, vermouth and olive juice until the glass’s rim was traversed and the container emptied. This ritual was repeated with each subsequent martini, it was an operation equal to the removal of a hot appendix. Only God knows how many knife wielding operations he performed after these acts of alcohol surgery. The locals would comment knowingly about how well Doc could hold his liquor, while they were equally thankful for his sober or inebriated attention. Doc never staggered, slurred his words, or showed obvious signs of being intoxicated. He could hold his liquor as well as any of the locals, which of course meant practice.  

     My delivery was uneventful as mother later described it. Dad heated water, and stood by nervously as Doc brought new life into this desolate farmhouse. The storm made it impossible for a nurse to be in attendance. When I asked her to tell me about my home delivery, Madge said deliveries were easy. The mental image I formed was one of her spitting babies out the way children spit watermelon seeds at a summer picnic. Sister Vonna would be two years old in six weeks, and Bud would be six the following week. The gap between Bud and Vonna belonged to sisters Carol and Donna who had died mysteriously in their infancy - hushed deaths that were only discussed by relatives in private conversations. Out-of-mind deaths that parents never, but never talked about unless prodded to do so, and the prodding was always longer than the response.  

     Bud would have been responsible for much of Vonna’s care during the first weeks after my birth, as he did not start first grade until the following September. When we talked over the years, Bud said that finding food for Vonna, my other sister June, and me had been a challenge for him when we were little. Mother’s frequent absences presented a survival problem for all of us. Our collective memories swirled through neglect and abuse like maggots through rotten meat whenever we forced discussion of these early years, and that was almost never. These discussions began to emerge routinely at my promptings after we had all become middle-aged adults. Repression of our traumatic childhoods had been a collective response, which was increasingly broken at my insistence as we siblings passed through what was to become my rebirth and renaissance.  

     Whenever I asked mother about my birth, the storm, delivery, and how she handled the stress, her responses would be without feeling or emotion; similar to the way one talks routinely about what’s for dinner. Thoughts that shared deep emotions did not become words that she openly expressed, if they ever did occupy her mind; and if they did, emotional intimacy was out of the question. She lived in the present. I came to experience Madge over the years as someone who thought tears were for simple souls who did not know how to exploit pleasure, or other people. Tears were reserved for beatings when dad found her sleeping with other men, not for death, and I can’t imagine she had them for new burdensome children. 

     I have this mental picture of her attending her infant daughters’ funerals totally dry-eyed. Children happened - some lived, some died! That was fate! Throughout my life, and up to the time of her death, I felt that Madge’s inner core of nurturing had been scrambled like eggs with the demonic half of her schizophrenic self. Whether one got egg white or yoke depended on the moment. Whether children lived or died depended on Madge’s mood. 

     My first memories of her were those of nursing at her breasts. Madge taught me that nursing was something that she controlled. Nursing for her was painless. Uncomfortable nursing was not permitted. The solution was simple - she pressed my face tight into her breast until my sole effort was focused on trying to breathe. The vivid memories of her calloused, firm hand, against the back of my head as I struggled to stop my aching lungs from screaming remain like ugly scar tissue one can see on a pock-marked face. My body would go limp, and my mouth would release its grip before I was permitted to resume feeding. Nursing was a time when getting air was often more difficult than getting milk. Madge’s anger took time to subside, as did her grip on my head, and oxygen was once more permitted along with nourishment. It is the oxygen deprivation that lingers in my memory as my nursing would have ended within fifteen months, or sooner with the birth of Sister June. 

     These were my two, overpowering, first memories of the person I called mother. Memories of my struggle to breathe during the early months of life still make me pause, take deep breaths, and relish the wonderful feeling of free flowing, oxygen filled air.  Madge was a master at using suffocation as a behavioral re-enforcer, so easy to use, and it was totally effective on me. This simple method of child control would have come naturally to her. She could go to anger in a split second, and react without any consideration of the consequence, and I remember many of those moments well. Combined with her dual personality, our lives as her children became probabilities. 

     Being without food throughout the day, forced to accept dried feces and urine as glued-on body attachments, all made me appreciate her care when it was finally offered. I hated diapers, feces, urine, and the confinement of the crib. My diaper would dry slowly to my body during the day as hunger and thirst built. My first memories of the crib were of high prison-like walls that kept me confined. I would sit up, grab the bars, and peer into the semi-darkness that was my frequent daily companion. In some ways it is strange as I write these words, the visual images of looking out through the crib’s bars are as vivid as the computer screen on which these words are written. 

     The memory of earaches is especially strong during my early months of crib seclusion as similar earaches would follow me through puberty. Mother’s punishments when I cried out in pain remain equally as clear as the crib’s walls of confinement. I cried-out in pain only as a final act of desperation, especially during those moments before the right eardrum would begin to ooze liquid; I would wait for it to break, and then the pain would subside. When I was older and could express myself in words, requests for earache help would be followed by hot milk poured directly into the ear’s opening. Sometimes the milk’s temperature exceeded the burning point, but in either case, burning or not, the helpful effort was complete and Madge could return to whatever it was that occupied her mind or body. Sometimes the remedy worked; sometimes it didn’t. It was the effort, the ritual that counted. Madge believed in ritual, not in infant or childcare. 
     As hunger and thirst grew during Madge’s absence, I would gradually become braver, grasp the side rail of the crib, and carefully lower my body as far as my arms would extend. First, I remember that before I could walk I was not able to reach the floor, and had to drop the short remaining distance to the boards below. Later, I was just able to touch the floor by extending my toes, and this gave me a greater sense of security.  My sister June would have inherited the crib fifteen months, or so, after my birth; hence, all of these early memories are spotty and mixed, except the crib’s bars and oxygen-deprived breast feeding.  I was old enough to crawl when I first started gaining freedom from the crib; or, at least that is my association. I never remember falling, or hitting the floor hard enough for it to be painful when I pulled myself over the crib’s bars, and I seem to be unusually good at remembering painful childhood episodes. It is as though my second gift of life created a permanent space in my mind to re-experience these simple moments of childhood. 
     Some of my other early memories include being able to stand, and walk by holding onto objects around me. The second floor of the old farmhouse by Lake Vermillion had large steps that required me to descend like a four-legged puppy. I navigated the stairs the way rock-climbers conquer mountains. I remember crawling to the stairway in the darkness, finding the first step, and one-by-one, navigating each huge platform downward one after the other. I don’t recall sitting on the steps and “bumping” down the way my own children would later do. I recall festering wood splinters being a strict teacher that encouraged careful movement.

     The room my crib occupied was in semi-darkness during the day. The shades were thick light blockers that contained dad’s cigarette smoke and the lifeless yellowing of years gone by. Shades were pulled shut when Madge was away from the house on her frequent jaunts. Small streaks of daylight would come through their cheap unapproachable cracks throughout the day, offering just enough light to see the room in outline. This slowly moving company of light gave me something to watch hour after hour as the sun passed overhead: warm, ethereal, and inviting! The larger world beyond that weathered farmhouse was inviting me out to play while the crib cruelly locked me in. My lifelong love of the outdoors was born from crib imprisonment. Years later this old farmhouse burned to the ground, and I thought the ghost of my first birth was finally at peace.

     The steps were different. By the time I was halfway downstairs, the light from the cracked shades was gone. Nearer the door, another sliver of light would appear at my feet. This small soft glow was like a magnet, it meant freedom and a room full of light, food and comfort when the door was opened. I was like a frog in hot water with the temperature slowly rising; I waited quietly and hoped for relief. The frog cooked; I pined. The frequent ritual of food and water deprivation drove me to repeatedly attempt this awkward climb. Almost always, the door at the bottom was locked, and I would lie down on the last step and wait. The climb down would refocus my thoughts and help reduce my hunger, but it also increased my thirst. I learned early that water was something that went with food. Over the next two years, I repeated this journey of steps in the apartment above Erickson’s Main Street store, and in the old house near the hospital. 

     My brother reminded me that we had lived in another rental near what is now the Corner Bar, but I have no memory of this place. I only recall living in three houses by the time I was two.  One set of steps was like the next - wooden with a locked door at the bottom. I could hear Madge returning home through the locked door by Lake Vermillion. Sister Vonna would appear like magic when Madge finally opened the door; Brother Bud would find his way back from school, but he always seemed busy playing outside. 

     Sometimes Madge would respond to my turning the knob and pushing on the door. Mostly, the door would open when food was being placed on the table, or she was ready to have another child in her life. Crying was something Madge didn’t respond to unless she was trying to nap - then she would become enraged. Crying was like aggressive nursing – she would painfully retaliate; but mostly, crying was a waste of good liquid tears. It was like throwing money into the wind with nothing to show for my expenditures. I learned to save my tears the way ocean castaways conserve water. 
     Patience, patience! How difficult it was for me to wait those last few minutes for food and drink. Such good training though! I was learning to feel only when and what I wanted to feel. If I was good and didn’t make noise, or if dad was home, mother would set food within reach of my highchair. This I devoured immediately. I remember dad remarking on his death-bed that I was such a great cheese lover. Mother’s ploy with cheese always worked. Cheese was easy; a couple quick strokes with a knife and the kid had a happy, busy face when he got home. Dad thought I was the ultimate cheese lover, and routinely put cheese on the table when I visited him over the years. He thought children were women’s work, and never once looked in my day-long empty stomach when I was a child. I would have devoured raw turnips with as much enthusiasm. 
     I was learning self-control; crying was becoming infrequent, and day long hunger and thirst were removed by bed time. Mother no longer had to peel off the caked dried feces from my bottom as I embraced toilet training with a passion. I had to overcome this strong repulsion of dirty diapers after the birth of my first son. It was a contest of timing, manipulated by my nurse-wife who laughed at her squeamish spouse. Her calculated absences forced me to respond. I would have exchanged the initial experiences for ten whip lashes if I had been given the choice. Repulsion is such a mild word! Red, raw skin scrubbed clean of caked dried feces with the tenderness of a lion eating fresh kill; now, that’s repulsion. 

FINDING FOOD
I learned how to open the door at the bottom of the stairs in the house by the hospital. It was a wonderful old house without door locks, and when Madge forgot to prop a chair against the door, I could get free; but most of the time I wiggled the door repeatedly until the chair fell away. It was summer and I knew how to find Aunt Olga’s house. Aunt Olga lived three blocks from our house, next to highway 63. She was a major source of food, baked cookies, and she always had milk. I just walked the three blocks, opened her unlocked back door, pushed a chair up to the entrance cupboard, climbed on the chair, climbed up on the cupboard, sat down and started eating cookies. Pushing the chair made noise and Aunt Olga would come and help me by adding milk, sometimes even sandwiches. I learned early that food was where I could find it. I just had to figure out where to look. People never refused me food, and I don’t remember how I got back home from these forages. I just remember that it was a long walk to Aunt Olga’s and I had to be careful when crossing the streets. These early journeys of world exploration to Aunt Olga’s have stayed with me throughout life. Travel remains an adventure, not a loss of familiar comforts. I would find something exciting at the other end whether it’s three blocks for cookies or three thousand miles for pristine Mexican beaches, but when I travel I always look for food. Food by itself is an adventure of wonderful tastes.  

     Mother kept certain foods hidden – she needed sweet treats, special foods, and exotic morsels that would help keep her weight down. I couldn’t find her hidden treasures when I was small, she kept them high up in the cupboards away from little hands. I would see her munching greedily in the evening when she was cleaning the kitchen. When I got older, I noticed her devouring these treats any time during the day. Once I reached the age of eight or nine, I knew where she hid them. She got extremely angry if I took the chocolate or candy, and I didn’t like the dry toast that she nibbled on between bites of sweets.
     By the time I was ten years old, I just stopped looking. Mother stressed that these were her foods; foods that helped her stay thin. I still like to think that chocolate is non-fattening. The luxury of Aunt Olga’s cookies and milk didn’t last. We moved to the south end of town on the hill overlooking the bottom of Beaver Dam Lake. This part of the lake is opposite the canning factory, and turns green in late summer. The house was near the top of the hill facing northwest. It commanded a view of two parts of the lake cut by Second Street, as the street meanders out-of-town and turns into a country road.   

ISLAND CITY

Island City, Wisconsin was a sleepy town of 1800 odd souls in 1936; seven blocks took one from the south end of town to the combined high school and grade school on the north side. The last glacier’s retreat eight thousand years ago had dumped a moraine of sand, gravel, and rocks across this part of North America. Beaver Dam Lake sits on the south side of the moraine separating good farm land from sandy soil that is best used for growing grass and trees. The lake is of the finger variety, long and narrow at seven miles with a loop that goes around Island City itself. The lake has been cut numerous times to the west by road fill, and at least four times around the city. The town is now only surrounded by water on three sides. Highway 63 comes up from the south, angles east a mile into town, and then turns north. The east-west road that shares Highway 63 as it approaches Island City is Highway 48. As the highways pass through town, one is reminded that most of the core buildings sharing transit are well over a hundred years old. The town struggles to be modern by pasting on a new hospital, school, and a few other necessary items needed for it to live in the 21st Century. It is quaint, livable, friendly, but mostly stuck in an earlier place of times gone by. History doesn’t talk in Island City, it whispers. 
     Tourists are struck by the state’s natural beauty as they drive through these gentle rolling hills, lush green landscapes, and watery waysides. A great variety of trees block the traveler’s view in all directions. Lakes appear continuously along one’s driving route. Eagles are commonly seen, deer crossings must be paid attention to, and every kind of animal from fox, wolves, to bears roam freely. Locals call this God’s country.  I don’t know about God, but I do know that angels spend considerable time visiting their country cousins. Island City is blessed with this beauty and one knows immediately why its citizens yearn to keep the town unspoiled, natural, and at peace; every national brand chain store destroys history, smothers the beauty of nature with things like yellow arches, and spoils nature’s painted landscape. Little of this exists in Island City.
     The railroad had come through in the late 1800s to transport both logs and agricultural products to more distant markets. Italian laborers had followed the steel horse by the thousands as it extended north into what was then a wild, wooded, lake filled state. Italians settled out in large numbers along the rail line as they saved enough money to buy land or property. They were like all other immigrants, a people working hard to create a new life for their families and help reshape this still unspoiled beauty called Northeastern Wisconsin.  
     In addition to Italians, the mixture of immigrants was European with Germans, Swedes, Norwegians, Dutch, Swiss, Poles, Russians, and a number of other less numerous nationalities added in. Prejudice toward the Native population was extreme, as extreme as the immigrant’s ignorance of them. Physically Native people looked and acted strangely as seen from the perspective of these new European colonizers. They spoke languages none of the newcomers understood, were isolated on the most unproductive land, and were viewed as being racially inferior. Northern European immigrants thought that Italians were darker skinned and therefore shared some of this inferiority. They experienced a lesser, but still strong discrimination from many of their Northern European relatives. This pattern of discrimination lasted until a complete generation of children had experienced each other in school. By the time I entered high school in 1950, Italians were simply school mates, and many Italian girls were beautiful; dark hair and brown eyes easily competed with yellow hair and blue eyes. However, native people were not welcome in white schools; they were pushed out, and made to feel inferior. Job-wise, they were only permitted to perform the most menial tasks for their white employers, or try to subsist on government handouts. 
     Island City was one of three notorious logging communities in Northeastern Wisconsin by the 1900s. It was filled with brothels and bars where loggers often squandered their hard earned dollars. An old saying, “Island City, Hayward, Hurley, and Hell,” was still 

verbal currency amongst old timers in the 1940s. In 1950 when I delivered papers door-to-door, only one house of prostitution and five bars remained. The prostitute was the only person that gave me a tip when I collected for her newspaper subscription, and it was usually a dime. The Lady would come to the door with a large practiced smile, pay me for the subscription, watch my reaction, and then offer the tip. I thought she was nicer than my mother, and I didn’t know why town’s women said such bad things about her. Townsmen never spoke openly of her in the presence of children or wives. I never, but never, saw this woman on the town’s streets in all the years I lived there. She must have shopped and spent her leisure time in one of the neighboring communities where she could be just another woman out for the day.  
FAMILY

When I was born, the Great Depression still racked America and dad managed an Erickson gas station one block south of the old high school on Main Street. Radio broadcasts were everyone’s source of news. President Roosevelt’s New Deal was all the talk. He was going to save America. I liked Roosevelt, he sounded like a kind hearted grandpa to me -- everyone listened to him on their radios. He had this funny sounding Eastern accent; I liked his accent, it was softer than grandpa’s, and he talked slower. Roosevelt was going to put two chickens in mom’s cooking pot. I hoped it would happen soon, I liked chicken.  

     The other talk on the radio was about Germans; dad, grandpa, grandma, and all of my aunts and uncles spoke German. Their voices were soft when they talked about Germany, and Hitler, especially when strangers were nearby. Uncle Fritz, Uncle Eric, and dad said they would fight Hitler – Hitler was a very bad man. Grandpa said that Stalin was a bigger tyrant then Hitler because he was killing all of our family in the old country. Dad believed that Stalin had killed more than one hundred of his cousins in the Ukraine. Stalin also killed an estimated 1.75 million German-Ukranians in one of the world’s least known genocides. The German-Ukranian history being well documented by one of its sons: Joseph S. Height, “Homestaders on the Steppe: The Odyssey of a Pioneering People,” Tubingen, 1975.
     Great Grandpa Samuel had disappeared in the Ukraine with a loaded wagon at age 91 and was never heard from again. He sent grandpa a picture of himself, his horses and wagon piled high with all his life’s belongings and then tried to outrun the Russian Revolution. Reds and Whites of the emerging revolution came to German-Ukrainian villages slaughtering whole families, or taking them away to labor camps. Letters exchanged between America and the Ukraine became fewer and fewer and ended with great grandpa’s disappearance. Afterwards, the only contact with our European family was from relatives still living in Germany. Eventually, all our German-Ukrainian family lost contact as the new Soviet Union sucked out their life-blood and most of our family swirled into the oblivion of unrecorded genocide. I didn’t understand this talk, but knew that the world was full of bad people, and I had to be on the watch for them. German-Americans had formed groups, “bunds,” in Northern Wisconsin that initially supported Hitler’s Third Reich. Our family was caught in an awkward position, both hating Hitler and Stalin. This was not a comfortable place to be as America went to war against the “ubermenschen” while allied with the Soviets.

     Uncle Eric came back home briefly before shipping out to Europe and the German campaign. I remember his visits well because they were full of surprises and treats. He knocked at the front door, something family never did, and when it was opened, presented a large box. I ran to look in the box and was amazed at what I saw. The box was full of candy and chocolate. He had bought all of these hard to find sweets in the Army PX. My eyes must have been standing two inches in front of my face when he picked up the box, handed it to me, and said it was all mine. I grabbed the box, ran upstairs to my room, and squirreled everything under my bed. I returned downstairs to find my parents and Uncle Eric laughing. I had to bring the box of candy back and share it with the whole family. Uncle Eric always did special things for us; he was like a second father to me. I visited him regularly until he died in Island City’s nursing home in 2004.
     Uncle Eric fought the Germans through Normandy and up to the end of the German Campaign when Hitler committed suicide. He came back home briefly before shipping to the Pacific to fight the Japanese. Uncle Eric had his stomach blown out by a Japanese torpedo off the Philippine Islands, but survived the trip back to the states and years of subsequent stomach surgery. Uncle Fritz was shot by three Japanese snipers in the early months of his Pacific service, an experience which ended his active duty. He described what sounded like an old Wisconsin squirrel shoot as he carefully and systematically shot each sniper out of the trees and to their deaths. He was severely wounded in this encounter and was permanently sent back to The States for medical care. Dad was too old to be a soldier, but he often talked about being rejected by the draft board when trying to enlist. A story I thought was fabricated to make him appear patriotic or cover up his guilt for letting his younger brothers provide fighting support from our family. German-Americans, like all other American soldiers, returned home wounded or at war’s end, the bunds were forgotten, and America was free. The war to end all wars was won. We were one nation, proud of having saved the world from tyrants, and full of stories that taught us children the righteousness of American wars; a righteousness not to be forgotten; a righteousness repeated endlessly; a righteousness not forgotten.  
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