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Pat’s Tavern

A mythical gathering place spun from stories and poems of my real life experiences 
living in Chicago’s Woodlawn neighborhood during times past.

Also where stories and poems can be read that stir the soul as well as the imagination.
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The Boundary Lines of Woodlawn on Chicago’s South Side

Wood lawn was and still is about one square mile in size. 67th Street is its Southern 
Boundary and 53rd Street its Northern Boundary. It is bordered on the West by Cottage 
Grove Avenue and on the East by Stony Island Avenue. There is another primary East 
and West Street and that is Marquette Road otherwise known as 66th Street. A number 
of streets open up to Jackson Park which I won’t mention as a map could suffice in the 
event that someone is really interested.

In between the Northern and Southern boundaries there are two primary North and 
South Streets. One is Ellis Avenue and the other Woodlawn Avenue. If a person traveled 
East on 67th Street, their journey would end at the Lake Front or Lake Michigan. Jackson
Park would also be one of its borders, these areas formed two of the major recreation 
areas for the Woodlawn residents. We spent many evenings and nights in these areas 
without fear. I cannot begin to describe the beauty of the areas other than to say that 
they were once covered with trees and flowers and grass. It was wonderful to experience
the sights and the beautiful aroma. I spent many hours there by myself or with my many
friends. Jackson Park also had a golf course and tennis courts plus many bicycle and 
walking paths. 

There have been many attempts to rebuild Woodlawn with condos, both new and 
restored, but its spirit will never be re-captured. Much of what once existed is now gone.
63rd Street is no longer the shopping Mecca that it once was. The only way to describe 
Woodlawn is to say that it is Paradise Lost. Now you have a glimpse of Woodlawn as 
you read through my book and the events that took place there. 

9 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

Introduction To Woodlawn

Woodlawn was not a totally segregated neighborhood. There were pockets of various 
racial and ethnic groups. One of my early girlfriends was of Mexican descent by the 
name of Josie. Also, one of our neighbors was of Japanese descent who lived in constant 
fear of being turned into the authorities and placed in an Internment Camp during the 
Second World War. Nobody said anything and they lived on in peace. One of their 
children got cut very badly in the house and the mother carried her screaming into the 
street. A motorist stopped and took them to the hospital where the girl was treated and 
released. Some of our friends consisted of a white family who did not move when their 
section of the neighborhood changed. Whenever we visited, the Black neighbors treated 
us with the same courtesy and respect that they exhibited towards their own friends. 
The motto that we followed was, “do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”
It worked!

The major concern was, since this was a blue collar neighborhood, that a person 
maintain his or her pride through the work of his or her hands and back. Many Blacks 
shoveled coal into the houses and apartment buildings and rode the streetcars back to 
the coal yards with their shovels and went on about their business completely 
uninterrupted. Actually it was fun climbing the coal pile until it was all shoveled and the
workman never said anything to us. If it was a hot day, people would bring water for the
coal men to drink and they were grateful. In addition, Hyde Park High School which 
was on the boundary line with Woodlawn, had a diverse student body that even 
included the aviator, Amelia Earhart and the singer, Mel Torme plus my very own sister 
and other Woodlawn residents.

Woodlawn was made up of very few new houses and apartment buildings. Many were 
built before the turn of the Twentieth Century and many were soundly constructed and 
beautifully made of gray sandstone blocks and had curved glass windows. Most houses 
were heated by coal and in the case of most frame houses kerosene was used. Grass was 
mowed with a push type rotary mower and dandelions were pulled by hand. The newer
apartment buildings were built before the Stock market crash of 1929 and consisted of 
red brick. Many of the apartment buildings had a janitor who collected the garbage, 
fired the furnaces and did minor repairs. At that time, my mother paid $48.50 a month 
for a five room apartment. Many old people rented rooms or sub-leased apartments. 
Because seniors very seldom left their rooms, errand girls went to the store for them and 
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were paid ten or fifteen cents per errand. The streets and alleys and vacant lots and 
school playgrounds swarmed with kids from the apartment buildings and houses.

They played all of the childhood games such as baseball, hop scotch, yo-yos, marbles, 
and games using a pocket knife. There were shootouts, but they took place with a cap 
gun, water gun, pop-gun and even a pea shooter. Once and a while a slingshot was used.
For the more daring, I even knew those who rode the streetcars unquestioned carrying 
a .22 caliber rifle to the city dumps at 103rd and Stony Island to shoot rats. There were 
street gangs and most of them met in apartment building basements. The primary 
purpose of the gang was to limit the female members to dating among themselves. 
Except for the rare tournament, most baseball games were played on the fly without any 
adult supervision and the players, themselves, were the referees. If a kid was not picked 
to play, he usually sat on the sidelines until someone had to go home for dinner. If a fight
broke out, it was settled with fists and no knives or guns. If any kid never came out to 
play, he or she was either mentality or physically handicapped or studying or their 
parents kept them inside for whatever reason. If any university students, as a major 
university was located nearby, came into our neighborhood, they were looked upon as 
aliens. The only dogs were usually mixed breed that some kids owned and most 
wandered loose. The only fighting dogs were in the South. The alleys had vegetable 
trucks, ice trucks, milk wagons and scrap (rags and old iron) trucks passing through all 
day long. Comic books were the rage. 
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Life In Woodlawn In A Different Day And Age

As I mentioned previously, most of the living that took place in Woodlawn occurred in 
the alleys. It offered a continuous panorama of life as reflected from the rear of the many
apartment buildings as the back porches teemed with life as the occupants bore witness 
to the activities that took place beneath their lofty perches. During the hot summer 
nights they slept on their back porches and rarely locked their screen doors. Some 
women hung the wash on the roofs of garages that were connected from the porches by 
a catwalk while others hung them in the basement or backyard.

Many of the houses had ice chests on the back porch and the amount requested was 
indicated by a four-sided sign that was posted in the window The ice man could read 
either 25, 50, 75 or 100 pounds. The ice trucks were motor driven and the ice man used 
an ice pick to chop the ice and he slung it over his leather padded shoulder with an ice 
hook. A piece of ice taken from the back of the truck was a delight to suck on during the 
hot summer months. One time as I reached for a piece of ice, not one, but two drivers 
grabbed me and threw me on the front seat of the truck. I was afraid as did not know 
what was going to happen to me. They drove to the end of the alley and let me out with 
the admonishment, “Don’t ever do that again!”

Horse drawn milk wagons were a common sight along with horse droppings that not 
only presented a smell, but flies. Some of the horses were so smart that they even knew 
the route. The horse would stop and start without the driver pulling or slapping the 
reigns.

Groups of kids from adjoining neighborhoods roamed the alleys and threatened to beat 
another kid up but rarely did it happen as it was just a form of intimation. A Tomboy 
would often come through the alley carrying a BB gun with her little entourage of small 
boys following behind. She often exhibited her toughness by spitting out the side of her 
mouth. When she approached me, I did not back down, but instead asked her for a shot. 
Amazingly, she cocked the rife and handed it to me and said, “Just one, you get one 
shot.” While her little muscle men stood by in awe, I carefully too aim at the whiskey 
bottle on a garbage can and missed. It was not so much that I missed as it was that I 
stood up to this little female hellion and won her respect before all of the others. I often 
wondered what happened to her and if she ever married and what type of life her 
husband might have led. That was the first time that I ever came across a liberated 
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female and she must have been all of eleven years old and I was only about six.

The gossip that was exchanged between neighboring women from porch to porch acted 
as something similar to a short wave radio whereas the whole neighborhood could listen
in. Many was the scene repeated from the movie, “A Street Car Named desire,” with 
Marlon Brando yelling, “Hey, Stella.” Only in some cases it was a husband chasing his 
wife out of the screen door and both of them arguing back and forth.

Most apartment buildings had a janitor who would collect the trash and sort it out in the
basement and burn the consumables in the furnace. The tenements had concrete garbage
bins with metal lids that the tenants burned the garbage themselves or else they let it rot 
and they sometimes stunk. There was a serial killer in the neighborhood as I found on a 
couple of occasions a poor dog strangled with a rope and tossed in a bin and burned. It 
made me sick thinking about it.

Playtime in the alleys was sometimes much safer than the streets. I had a lifetime friend 
run over by a car and lost a leg and went through life wearing a wooden leg. Another 
time my father and I watched a kid die who was hit by a car and lay dying and moaning 
beneath a sheet that someone placed over him as the ambulance took a great deal of time
to arrive. No one could move him because as someone stepped forward and tried, the 
crowd yelled that is was against the law and to back away. The mother spent her 
remaining years in madness raving at the traffic as she walked back and forth.

The alleys also had fruit and vegetable peddlers who sold their goods from a truck. I 
worked for one as a runner in climbing the stairs as housewives often yelled down their 
orders which the peddler bagged and I would collect the money and bring down to him.
The alleys often gave up treasure troves as some families might move away and they 
had kids that were grown up and their toys were thrown away.

The alleys served as a source of news and especially on Sunday mornings when news 
boys “hawked” their newspapers. “Hear ya, hear ya, get your Sunday morning paper!” 
was a yell often heard. They would then go on to call out the news “Japs Bomb Pearl 
Harbor,” was how we first learned that the Second World War was soon to begin. These 
news vendors received payment on the spot. As with myself and other newsboys who 
made routine home deliveries, we delivered the papers and then made our collections. 
We were responsible for every paper on our route. In my case, I had one hundred 
customers and if someone skipped out without paying, it was taken from my pay. Some 
weeks I did not make any money.

The vendors on 63rd Street had metal stands with two or three shelves and closed sides 
along with other hinged sides that folded in and out. They had stacks of papers on the 
shelves and made change on the spot. If the newsman was not present, people would 

13 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

throw the change down and take a paper. In some cases where the amount of money 
built up, the customer would make their own change. It was an honor system. During 
the winter months, the newsmen would build a fire in a 55 gallon drum to keep warm. If
someone was out shopping, it was a nice place to stop in order to get relief from the 
cold. One time a friend of mine came up with an idea to make some extra money. Since 
the stand was deserted he had me help him to tip the stand on its side and low and 
behold, the ground was covered with loose change. The money had slipped through the 
cracks at the rear of the news stand. Off we went to buy candy and gum or whatever.

As I had written before, 63rd Street was a mecca for shopping in Woodlawn. It had 
many attractions. One time I was walking my dog Rusty down the street and we went 
past an RCA Victor Radio Store. A large white dog was the store’s trademark as the 
sound of music or people talking came out of its mouth. Rusty reacted by barking and 
trying to attack the RCA dog. The salesman laughed and laughed until I dragged Rusty 
away. 

During the Christmas Season, trees were sold on the various corners. Once again, the 
tree sellers would burn the broken limbs in a 55 gallon drum to warm themselves. The 
whole area was filled with the aroma of burning pine.

I had a friend by the name of Woody and that was a derivation of his last name. Woody 
liked to smoke cigarettes as I did. Because we were both young, the cigarettes were 
hidden from our folks. Woody lived in an apartment above the stores on 63rd Street. The
stairway up to his apartment were covered with carpeting and Woody would hide his 
cigarettes behind the carpet that was not stepped on; in other words against the back. 
Whenever Woody went into his apartment he would slip the cigarettes in and when he 
left, he would slip them out. One day he reached behind the carpet and instead of 
cigarettes, he began to pull out packets of neatly wrapped ten dollar bills. All toll he 
came up with 10 thousand dollars. He told his father who in turn took the money to the 
police.

The money turned out to be counterfeit. Woody had stumbled across a drop off point for
a counterfeit gang. The end result was the FBI put a watch on the apartment and 
eventually the carpet was torn up and replaced with rubber matting. In the meantime 
some poor gangster probably lost his life over a missing 10 thousand dollars because of 
Woody’s cigarettes.

When walking on the sidewalks through the side streets of Woodlawn during the winter,
there was no salt to melt the ice. In stead ashes were used from the coal-fired furnaces 
along the way. During the war years, we often watched soldiers perform close order drill
on the Midway. They ran through an obstacle course at 61St and Drexel Avenue. The 
soldiers and their spouses lived in prefabricated plywood houses at 59th and Drexel. 

14 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

People said that they were going through officer training at the University of Chicago, 
but since Enrico Fermi was constructing the first atomic reactor a few blocks away, I 
believe they were there for another reason because there was also an armory close by. 
During the Second World War, as an eleven year old, I served as part of a fire brigade 
under a First World War Veteran by the name of Bill. He had sand in buckets and stores 
of canned goods in a room in the basement of our apartment building along with steel 
helmets. As kids, we were ready for war!
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My mother strolling with my sister in buggy along 59th street 1926
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My mother holding my sister in front of
Lorado Taft’s sculpture the Fountain of Time

on the west end of the Midway Plaisance.
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A Kid Buys Liquor And Cigarettes

When I was young the times were definitely different than what they are today. As my 
father’s birthday or Christmas drew near I would save my money in order to buy him a 
present. He always requested that I buy him cigarettes or wine. This meant that I would 
go to the local liquor store and tell the owner that I wanted a carton of cigarettes. He 
would always ask, “This is for your father, right?” In return, I would reply, “Yes sir.” He 
would then put them in a bag and say, “That will be two dollars,” I would then pay him 
and walk out of the store. Whenever I purchased a bottle of wine, I would go through 
the same routine. I must have been 11 years old at the time. 
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Being Overly Protective Is No Guarantee
Against The Fickleness Of Fate

When I lived in the Court way which was otherwise known as 64th Place which was 
located just off of Maryland Avenue, I had 3 very close friends who lived across the 
street. During my childhood years, they meant everything to me as they were my 
playmates. There was an older sister who acted as a chaperon for not only myself, but 
for her brother who was of my own age and a younger sister as well. We did everything 
together such as going to the movies, the local museums, the parks and the like. The 
only problem was that they had two very strict parents who would often “Ground” 
them for the slightest infraction of household duties or obligations. “Grounded” meant 
that they were confined to their home on what was sometimes the most beautiful days of
the year. That also meant that my playmates were taken kept inside until I could see 
them once again outside of their home..

Eventually, they moved away. I lost track of them until one day I received some very 
disturbing and heartbreaking news. The oldest daughter had earned some latitude in 
her dealings with the outside world as she grew older. On the very occasion when she 
marked a stepping stone in her life by graduating from high school, she was killed. She 
must have been over-joyed at having had some of her constraints removed. The irony 
was that her life was ended on the very night of her Senior Prom which otherwise 
should have signified her coming of age. Fate had acted in such a way as to deny her 
that celebration.. Her date hit a concrete support pillar for an overpass with his 
automobile. I could only imagine how her parents must have felt after having given her 
a lifetime of strict parental guidance only to have her suddenly taken away. Her brother 
and younger sister must have also questioned why some of their freedom had been 
denied during their formative years . It must have been a time of disillusionment for 
them. It was then that I appreciated the fact that my own parents had trusted that I 
could make my own way in the world as there are forces at work in each of our lives that
are beyond others ability to control. To quote from “Invictus” by William Ernest Henley, 
“...I am the master of my fate,I am the captain of my soul.”

May Mary June rest in peace.
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Walking Down Woodlawn’s Maryland Avenue

While walking down Maryland Avenue, a person could see the firemen sitting outside of
Engine House 63. When the doors were open, you could see the shiny brass poles that 
they slid down from the bunk room upstairs in order to respond to an alarm. You could 
smell the aroma of the Oak and ash trees and the grass was green. The air was filled with
the smell of summer. In the Fall, people burned leaves at the curb and it was a beautiful 
and aromatic smell. You also knew that it was time for spinning tops in the street on the 
asphalt pavement. The tops were purchased at any of a number of corner grocery stores 
where Campbell’s soup came in two flavors; either tomato or chicken noodle. The 
chicken noodle had only a glimpse of chicken as they must have only dunked the 
chicken in it, but still, it was only 10 cents a can. The store owner wrote the total on a 
paper bag and he retrieved cans from the top shelf with a mechanical grabber. Most of 
his time was used slicing luncheon meat while we pestered him by buying penny candy 
or scoops of ice cream. Such was life on Maryland Avenue long ago. 
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“Peaches, 3 Pounds For A Quarter”

I had a friend by the name of Bobby who was raised by his grandparents and he never 
made any mention of his parents. For that reason he gained my father's sympathy and 
respect. My father always had a heart for the Down-trodden.  Bobby was an 
entrepreneur as he was always trying to figure out a way to make money. One summer 
his next door neighbor gave him a bushel of peaches that were growing on his tree in the
backyard. This prompted Bobby to gather up an old baby buggy and a scale plus some 
used brown paper bags. Along with the peaches and these other items, Bobby joined the 
ranks of the many peddlers who roamed through our alleys. Bobby enlisted my help in 
peddling his peaches. We went up and down the alleys yelling, “Peaches, 3 pounds for a 
Quarter.” The outcome was that Bobby made a number of dollars that day as 
housewives were eager to snap up a bargain as they yelled down from their porches  at 
us, “I'll take a pound.”

Each time that we sold peaches, we made sure that we quickly went on to another 
location. The reason being that not only were the peaches hard as rocks, but that were 
full of worms as well.

Bobby later went on in life to own and operate a fleet of taxi cabs. The only unfortunate 
thing was that his wife was killed in an accident while driving one. Like many of my 
other friends, I lost him somewhere along the trail of life. Even though, it was fun 
knowing him when I did as I never knew what to expect from him. The bottom line was 
that even though he was poor, he had a creative and enterprising mind. Bobby was not 
one to sit back and be deprived in life as he always made his own way even if he was not
entirely legitimate.
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“Get Outta Here, Kid”

When I was about six years old, we lived at 64th Place, the courtway as we called it, 
which was just off Maryland Avenue. This was about a block and a half from where I 
went to school. As usual, I started off one morning and crossed the alley which was just 
a short distance from my home. As I did so I saw a group of men in overcoats standing 
around an automobile and looking in the windows. I paused to see what they were 
looking at and one of them said, “Get outta here, kid.”  With that I continued on my way
to school. When I got home, my mother told me that my classmate’s father killed 
himself. He was not only a classmate but he lived nearby. His father did so by running 
an exhaust hose from his car to the inside and died of carbon monoxide poisoning. The 
reason being that his father was a bank robber and he got word that the authorities were 
closing in on him. This was his way of escaping time in the penitentiary.

It was not too long after wards that my classmate moved away with his mother and I 
never saw him again. I often wondered what his life must have been like without a 
father and especially if anyone ever told him the circumstances of his father’s death. If he
ever did find out, he, as well as his mother,  surely had a heavy burden to bear as they 
went through life. No one knows what crosses some people carry unless others or, 
perhaps even the people, themselves, tell their story. Some lives contain many hardships 
and we never know what others have to overcome.
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A New Girlfriend?

I was riding my bicycle down Woodlawn Avenue when I was about 14 or 15 years old 
and I happened to see a pretty young blonde girl sitting on her front porch. When I 
waved, she waved back and so I rode my bicycle up on the sidewalk towards the porch. 
We then talked for awhile and I asked her for her name and she gave it to me. I was 
quite impressed by her and told her that I would stop by again the next day as she said 
that it was time for her to go inside. As promised, there she was sitting on the porch the 
next day. I gathered enough courage to go up the stairs and sit with her. After a while 
she once again told me that it was time for her to go inside. This went on for a couple 
more days and then I asked her if she would allow me to take her to the movie theater 
sometime and she replied that she could not go with me. I was quite disappointed, but 
at the same time I realized that there were a number of strict and over-protective parents
living in Woodlawn. The next time that I rode past her house, she was not there or the 
next day either. I was quite perplexed and gathered enough nerve to go up the stairs and
knock on the door. A matronly looking woman answered the door and as I looked past 
her, I could see some other girls moving around in the background. When I asked for my
newly discovered girlfriend by name, the woman replied, “She’s gone! She was sent back
to where she came from!” I was stunned and with that, the woman abruptly shut the 
door. My later inquires around the neighborhood led me to discover that I had 
happened upon what was a home for wayward young girls. So much for love at a young
age.

23 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

A Beautiful Sister

I once had a friend who lived in one of the tenement buildings in Woodlawn. His was a 
large family as he had 7 brothers and sisters. The father had lost his leg to diabetes and 
could no longer work. The mother worked at a hot printing press as a production 
worker. Most of the children worked as best that they could as they were still in school. 
The oldest sister was very beautiful and during some of the times that I went over to 
their house, she would be getting ready to go out on a date. While waiting, she would 
oftentimes sit with us on the porch and talk. Eventually the date would pull up in his car
and honk the horn. With that, she would stand up and say, “There he is, gotta go.” We 
would all wish her a good time. Years later I was talking to a mutual friend about the 
family. He laughed at me and said, “Tom, didn’t you know?” I replied, “Know what?” 
He then said that the oldest sister was a Call Girl and worked from the house. I was 
somewhat dismayed but then realized that that is how she kept herself looking so well 
and in fashionable clothes. I also realized that she kept food on the table and helped to 
support her younger brothers and sisters. She served them well and even my friend who
never mentioned his sister’s occupation. I only know that she was a very beautiful 
woman both inside and out. She did what she could under difficult circumstances.
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A Tragedy

One of my best friends met a girl from the neighborhood and they fell completely in 
love. The only problem was that the girl’s family rejected my friend and they did 
everything that they could to break up the relationship. Finally the parents relented and 
my friend and his beloved decided to get married. I proudly stood as best man at the 
wedding. It was not too long afterwards that my friend secured a job in another state 
and they both moved to find a new horizon.

Years went by and we had a small reunion of sorts. When I walked into the room, my 
friend stood up and introduced me to his, “New Wife.” I was shocked knowing all that 
went on that the original wife was not there. I took my friend to one side and asked him,
“What went on?” My friend replied, “She left me and is wandering the streets 
somewhere a complete alcoholic. There was nothing I could do to stop her.” Completely 
shocked, I asked, “Why?” He replied by telling me that they had a young son who went 
missing. No matter what the police or anyone else could do, they could not find him. 
Then, somebody checked the city dump and opened up a refrigerator and there was 
their son crumpled up at the bottom. No one knew if he had climbed in on his own 
accord or someone locked him in there. My friend’s first wife suffered a complete and 
total breakdown and nothing anyone could do could bring her back. I shuddered at the 
thought and could only offer my condolences.

How sad, how sad. I now live with the memory of a happy and loving couple that I once
knew. 
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My Cousins, Products Of Woodlawn

I begin this story by telling you that my aunt and uncle had 15 children. 7 were boys and
8 were girls. My grandmother who was born in 1867 attended John Hopkins school of 
Nursing before the turn of the 20th Century and helped to deliver 7 of those babies at 
home as a midwife. I grew up with some of those cousins who were my own age and I 
witnessed their poverty through my eyes.

My uncle, their father, developed lung cancer and had a lung removed at an early age 
and could no longer work. This happened when most of his children were still at a 
formative age. Subsequently my aunt received Government assistance at the rate of 
$86.00 per month. This amount was supposed to cover housing, food, clothing and in 
some cases heat if they lived in a house. The only way that my cousins were able to 
survive was by their wit and slight of hand. Although they never committed a felonious 
crime such as sticking someone up or holding up a store, a pie truck or bread truck was 
at their mercy whenever they came into our neighborhood. They never took drugs as 
beer was their only outlet or enjoyment.

My aunt was born in New York State and it was said that she was part Cherokee Indian. 
Whenever my cousins fought, my father would often say, in a lighthearted way, 
“Whenever they drink, they go on the warpath” and that they did. My cousin Ray who 
was one of the oldest, was a tall handsome guy with straight black hair and was a 
natural street fighter. There were very few, if any, fights that he ever lost. He could 
pulverize anyone with his fists. As I look back, I considered it a shame that he never 
became a professional fighter as he would have been a Champ.

Whenever my cousins needed socks or underwear, they simply went to the dime store 
and put them in their pockets. Likewise, whenever they wanted to go to the movie show,
they simply pushed the usher aside and walked in and sat down. This triggered many a 
riot when the police were called. Since I was their cousin, I always had safe passage in a 
rival gang neighborhood.

As the years went on, my cousin Tommy joined the Navy and Jackie became an Army 
paratrooper. After their service, Jackie did oil exploration in the Middle East and Tommy
helped install the caissons for the Sears Tower foundation. Harold worked on the 
Chicago deep Tunnel Project. My cousin Junior eventually built up a moving business 
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and sold it for a huge profit. Two of the girls married heroes during the 2nd World War.

Ritchie was a Marine and stormed many of the beaches in the South Pacific. In one 
engagement, a Japanese shell burst over his head and knocked him to the ground and 
filled his back with shrapnel. Les was captured during the Battle of The Bulge and not 
that he surrendered, but because he would not leave his wounded buddy. Les spent 11 
months in a German POW camp. He suffered because he wrote a postcard to a Jewish 
friend telling him that he was OK. The SS asked him if he was a Jew and when he said 
that he was Irish but where he came from it did not matter. With that they broke his nose
with a rifle butt and broke it over again 3 times more. The SS officer told him, “You're 
lucky that you are not out there with them”; meaning the 8,000 Jews Les saw machined 
gunned and burnt with gasoline. The Russians freed the camp by driving 50 miles ahead
of their front lines and the POWs took to the woods to join the Partisans. Les came back 
and life went on. Most are dead now and as I look back, I now know what the definition 
of survivors means. 
 
By the time of my third Christmas, my parents had divorced. Still, we always had a 
Christmas tree as my mother always allowed my father into our home to provide one. 
She even allowed Santa Claus to slip in and lay presents for myself and my sister under 
the tree. This pattern followed until I eventuality learned who the real Santa Claus was.

One Christmas when we went to the market to buy a tree, I asked my father what kind 
of tree he had when he was a boy. He responded by saying that he never had a tree. 
Having come from the coal fields of Illinois and his father having followed another 
tradition and that was spending time in the saloon, there was little money left for a tree 
as my father had a brother and two sisters. Having left the coal fields of Illinois, my 
father came to Chicago as a young boy to seek work and eventually found it as a roofer 
handling hot tar and pitch. In other words he was strictly “Blue Collar.” Even so, he had 
it established it in his mind that, according to him, “Christmas was for Kids.” 

One time when we visited my cousins’ house it was bare and destitute as there were so 
many kids and during The Great Depression they were poor. When he asked where the 
tree and presents were, he received the reply, “There aren’t any, Uncle Pat.” That is when
he turned and said, “Come on, Tom.” He then took me to the 5 and 10 cent store and 
told the clerk to take two bushel baskets and fill them with toys. The next stop was to 
buy a tree. When we went back to my cousins’ house, my father set up the tree and 
spilled all of the toys on the floor. That was when pandemonium took place and with 
that, he turned and led me out of the door.

During the Second World War when there was a possibility of a shortage of trees, He 
said, “Don’t worry, we will have one even if we have to chop down a bush.” Later on in 
life when I was married and had children of my own, my father asked me if Christmas 
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had gotten to the point where it was just another day? My response was, “No, Dad, I 
don’t think that it ever will.” When my father died on January 6, 1979 in New Orleans, 
Louisiana, my wife and I had to travel there for my father’s funeral as he died quite 
suddenly from a heart attack. When we arrived I was surprised to find that he had 
wrapped Christmas lights all around the front porch. If someone were to ask me if I 
follow the Christmas Tradition, I would have to reply, without getting into any religious 
aspects or controversy, that Christmas is for Kids and that it follows the concept of 
giving or helping others. May Santa Claus rest in peace. 
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More War Heroes From Woodlawn

The B family lived directly across the alley from us on 64th Street. Their son, Ken, was 
captured at Corregidor in the Philippines by the Japanese at the very beginning of the 
Second World War. He was transferred to mainland Japan where he spent the entire war 
in a POW camp. He survived and returned home where he lived out his life.

Jeanette was a friend of my mother’s and lived directly across from us on 64th Street. 
Her son, Roy, was a marine and took part in the invasion of 3 Japanese held islands in 
the South Pacific. He was wounded in each of these engagements and each time his 
mother received a Killed in Action Notification only to receive a later notification that he 
had been wounded instead. He went to work at the steel mills and died of leukemia.

My brother-in-law, Pat, took part in the Normandy Invasion and the The Battle of The 
Bulge. He fought through Europe and became a guard at the Nuremberg Trails and 
returned home to live out his life.

My friend’s cousin was captured by the Germans and his group was executed by 
machine guns mounted in tanks. He lived by faking death and crawling away in the 
dark. He lived to return home from the war. This list is in no way complete as it only 
contains Woodlawn residents that I personally knew. 
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Hooligans Run Wild In Woodlawn
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The Saboteurs

It was during the Second War War that a lot of our young lives took on the activities of 
re-enacting what the America Army was doing as they fought across Europe and the 
Pacific Islands. As teenagers, we were honing our skills in preparation for the day that 
we too would be drafted into the Army where so many of our own relatives and friends 
and neighbors were now serving. The only problem was that it wasn’t any foreign army 
that we practiced upon, but our own fellow Americans. Most of our activities took place 
during those lazy, hazy days of Summer when boredom set in. There was an area of the 
Atlantic where the German U-boats were such a threat to ocean going vessels that the 
seaman gave it a name and they called it “Suicide Alley.”

Running East and West and south of our neighborhood were a set of streetcar tracks 
where the old yellow and red trolley cars ran back and forth from the Lakefront to the 
West side. They were operated by a single motorman who collected the fares, 4 cents for 
anyone under 12 years of age, and issued transfers as well as drove the car. They had 
enough to keep themselves busy and it provided time for anyone to enact their mischief. 
As these motorman approached our area, I am sure that they must have thought that 
they were approaching “Suicide Alley” and were on heightened alert. The passengers 
were of secondary thought as the primary target was the streetcar and the delay in its 
operation not to mention the strain that it placed upon the motorman. If things were 
right, I would venture to say that they should have been awarded hazardous duty pay.

The most obvious trick was to pull down on the cable that kept the tension on the wheel 
that connected to the overhead live wire. This usually occurred when the motorman 
stopped to let off passengers at the various stops or to load them on. It was during this 
interim that the perpetrator would strike by pulling down on the cable and 
disconnecting the wheel from the wire. This meant that the motorman would have to get
out and reconnect the pulley. One time while he was doing this, one daring bunch of 
kids actually jumped on and stole the trolley car. The poor motorman had to walk about 
a half mile in order to retrieve it.

As the trolley approached the viaduct under the railroad tracks further East, it would go 
down the tracks and then back up. Since the wheels were steel as well as the tracks, 
some enterprising saboteurs greased the tracks with Axle grease and the wheels just sat 
there and spun. How it ever got it out, I do not know.
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One day one of my friends came along with a wood box with rope handles and I asked 
him what he had. He opened the box and showed me a bunch of red and square packets 
that were wrapped with lead straps. The packets were labeled “Dynamite.” Some how 
he had taken them from a railroad maintenance shed. They were signals, “torpedoes” 
that the crews strapped onto the tracks to signal the locomotive engineer of impending 
danger. The blast could be heard a half mile away. What to do with them? As the trolley 
ambled its way towards us, we hid in the alley to watch the results. As the trolley hit the 
two packets that we had placed on the tracks, It went, boom, boom. I swear to this day 
that the wheels and axles lifted clear off of the tracks. The passengers who had been 
riding along and nodding after a long days work or reading their newspapers were 
suddenly jolted out of their seats. Since the War was still going on, they must have 
thought that it was Pearl Harbor all over again. There was a long screech as the 
motorman applied the brakes and a large bump as it grind to a halt. The motorman 
jumped from the car and gave us a half-hearted chase as he did not know what awaited 
him in uncharted territory. The next day, I asked my friend what he did with the rest of 
the torpedoes and he said, “My father took them away.” 
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Waking The Dead

At the end of the street where I lived on Ingleside Avenue and across 67th Street was The
Oak Woods Cemetery. It is one of the oldest cemeteries in Chicago dating back to the 
1860’s. Its boundaries were Cottage Grove Avenue on the West and the Illinois Central 
Railroad on the East. The southern boundary was 71st Street on the South and of course 
67th Street on the North. It had a concrete wall about 6 feet tall running along some 
sections and a spiked iron fence about the same height on others.

This cemetery was a sometime playground for us as well as the kids who lived on the 
other side of 71st Street. The cemetery was quite picturesque in that it had 2 large ponds 
in the middle. If the cemetery gate was open for special occasions, we could normally 
walk right in. However, if we were involved in clandestine activities, we found ways to 
penetrate this fortress. Since the concrete was was too high, some enterprising individual
took a crowbar and snapped some of the more rusted parts at the bottom of the iron 
fence. That meant that the fence bar could be swung out and then swung back in place to
cover our entry. The grounds were protected by the maintenance crew who doubled as 
security and they traveled in green trucks. The watch word was, “Look out, here come 
the Green Trucks.” Once inside we were free to roam and take delight in what became 
our private country club.

The cemetery was and is the burial place of many notables, including the father of the 
Atomic Bomb, Enrico Fermi. While his tombstone is rather simple and obscure, most of 
the others are quite elaborate including the mausoleums that have glass windowed 
doors and iron grates. A person can look in and see the burial crypts. The cemetery is 
also the burial place of ten thousand Confederate soldiers who died while prisoners of 
War at Camp Douglas in Chicago. The monument is quite imposing with brass plates 
listing the dead’s names and is surrounded by cannons and cannon balls. These soldiers 
died of various diseases plus abuse. The South was quite upset at the time about the 
mistreatment of those prisoners.

The main office included a crematorium and during the times when it was at work, bells 
would chime and black smoke would curl up to the sky. It was like watching another 
soul going to Heaven.

It was a great place to go on Halloween night, especially with our girlfriends, as the mist
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would, as they say in English movies, “Drift across the Moors,” it was always nice to 
keep the girls nervous as they would cling to us guys out of fear. 

One of the most dreadful things that ever happened was some guy did not know about 
the broken bars and instead reached for a tree branch and pulled himself up only to slip 
and impale himself on the spiked bar. I was told that he hung on the branch screaming 
in pain until he was rescued and brought to the hospital by the green trucks. Another 
time a bunch of guys went skinny dipping in the pond and the cemetery workers stole 
their clothes and would not give them back until the guys promised never to come back 
again.

Now that I am older, I often wonder why we took such delight in running around a 
cemetery because we will all be there soon enough as it is . Maybe it was the fact that we 
were just city kids and never knew what it was like to be country club members. Not 
only that but we were able to hang around with some pretty important people even if 
they could not carry on a conversation. 
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Confederate Graves 
Oak Woods Cemetery
Woodlawn, Chicago 
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The Monster Of 63rd Street

One day Jim came into the neighborhood with a rubberized mask that fitted entirely 
over the head. It had to be the most grotesque mask that I had ever seen and 
furthermore it was disgusting. It was a sickening yellowish green color with eye sockets 
that he could look through. It had a bulbous nose that was loaded with warts and 
carbuncles covered it from head to chin. Pardon me if I say that it would almost want to 
make a person vomit. After he tried it on and then took it off, he rolled it up and stuck it 
in his pocket. With that, we headed to 63rd Street, the shopping center for not only 
Woodlawn, but for Hyde Park which was the site of The University of Chicago. It rivaled
State Street in Chicago.

63rd Street had a street level trolley that shuttled back and forth and an electrified 
elevated train that rumbled overhead. It contained no less than 4 movie houses and a 
like number of 5 and 10 cent stores. At one time someone counted 76 taverns along its 
stretch. In between, there were numerous grocery stores and restaurants. It even had a 
gym that was world famous for the number of boxing greats who trained there. It was 
called, “Johnny Coulans” and no less than Robert Conrad trained and boxed from there. 
I am talking about the movie actor who starred in, “BaBa Black Sheep” and “The Wild, 
Wild West”. I grew up with him, but he was known to us as Connie then. On any given 
Saturday night 63rd Street was all hustle and bustle. What emerged from the crowd was 
the Monster of 63rd Street.

As we approached our target which was an up scale cafeteria with a large window and 
tables and chairs aligned in parallel rows in order that the diners could eat while 
watching the passing scene. As the monster approached the window, he pulled his jacket
over his head so as to form a hood. We stood to one side in order to observe the effect. 
The diners stared in disbelief. Those who were chewing suddenly stopped while others 
sat with mouths hanging open and all the mechanics of eating had ceased. Jim just stood
there and stared and stared. Finally as he was about to break into laughter, he turned 
and disappeared into the night. I can only imagine that he left behind many cases of 
indigestion and the sales of Pep-tol Bismol and Alka Seltzer must have increased that 
night. 
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The Victim

Marquette Road, or 66th Street as we sometimes called it, was a boulevard that ran 
straight through Woodlawn, Chicago, for at least a mile. It had long stretches of 
apartment buildings on either side and these created what one might say was a canyon. 
Running on either side of the street was grass and some trees that went from the curb to 
the sidewalk. That set the stage for what we would sometimes do and that was to chase 
and then beat up the “Victim.”

The only thing was that the victim was not really attacked, but a part of the ruse. In 
effect, he had to be a pretty good actor. He had to lay on the ground and lift his legs and 
cover his head with his arms in order to protect himself from feigned deadly blows 
administered by his cohorts. The whole drama was played out in order to attract the 
attention of innocent bystanders. Once the victim started running we started yelling and 
chasing after him. After we knocked him down, the beatings began while the “victim” 
yelled and pleaded for help. this prompted apartment house windows to fly open and 
people hollering down, “Let they boy alone,” or some such thing. We would then yell 
back in our own “Street thug” way, “Mind your own business” or “shut up.” One time 
an apartment house door flew open and a guy in a tee shirt who was all muscle and with
a crew out came running at us. This caused us to run down the street and around the 
corner to get away from him. As he reached the victim, he bent down and helped him up
and asked him if he was alright. When the victim said that he was, he immediately broke
loose and came running after us. This left the big guy standing in the grass yelling after 
the victim, “No, no, don’t go that way.” The fear being that we would only catch the 
victim and beat him again.

Another time, a middle aged lady who was carrying an umbrella with a spiked end 
started poking and slashing and jabbing at us while sticking out her left arm and 
backing the victim against a building wall in order to protect him. In the meantime, we 
tried to reach and grab at the victim while yelling, “Let us at him.” All the time the 
victim was standing behind her laughing. After a while, we relented and walked away. 
Mrs. America or Wonder Woman had saved the day and she probably went home and 
told her family the hero that she truly was. With the sound of approaching sirens 
drawing closer, we decided to call it a day. As I thought back, I began to realize how 
some people are willing to risk their own safety or well-being to rescue and protect their 
fellow man. 
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Too Young To Buy Beer

Some of the guys that I grew up with started drinking at a young age; at least too young 
to buy their own beer. They got around this by having someone buy it for them. A Straw 
Buyer, if you will. In most cases, these people were complete strangers. What they 
would do is stand outside a tavern and ask someone who was going in to buy the beer 
for them. They would give them enough money to buy the beer plus a couple of dollars 
extra for the buyer.

One night as I exited the recreation center, I saw Pat running across a vacant lot and 
coming right at me. He had fear in his face and he was running kind of unsteady. To 
know Pat was to know the life of the party. He was full of antics and provoked many 
laughs. A comedian on late night TV would be an example. As he looked up the street, 
he suddenly changed direction and started running down the sidewalk. With that, a 
police car entered the scene. It was going backwards at a high rate of speed and all four 
doors were open. One of the policemen jumped out and ran after Pat yelling, “Halt,halt, 
halt.” When Pat would not stop, the policeman started shooting in the air – Bam, Bam, 
Bam. With that, Pat threw up his arms and stopped. The police car caught up with the 
two of them and they took Pat and threw him in the car and sped away. Another friend 
and myself immediately ran to the Church and told the priest that the Police took Pat 
away.

Later that night, the priest came back laughing. When the priest arrived at the station, 
Pat had all of the Policeman lined up against the wall and mimicking James Cagney or 
Humphrey Bogart, “if one of you Dirty Screws make a move, I will shoot Ya.” The police
were doubled over with laughter. It turned out that when Pat tried to make his purchase,
the man who he gave the money to went in and sat for quite sometime drinking. When 
he came out, he didn’t have any beer. When Pat asked him, the man responded, “Go to 
Hell.” with that Pat pulled out a windup Dick Tracy gun that shot sparks and said, “You 
get me that beer or I will blow your head off.” With that, the man immediately went 
back in and called the police. While Pat had the Police lined up against the wall, he 
would wind up the gun and shoot sparks at them. What could have turned out to be a 
serious situation turned out to be comedy night at the police station and with the Dear 
Priest laughing along with them. I don’t remember if Pat ever stopped drinking, but this 
episode should have caused him to think about it or at least wait until he could buy his 
own beer. 
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65th And Greenwood Avenue

Having grown up on Chicago’s South Side, I had the advantage of observing some of the
remnants of the Worlds Fair or The Colombian Exposition of 1893 as it was known. 
There was one section of stores that were located at 65th and Greenwood Avenue that I 
swear were haunted based upon some of the events that took place. These series of 
stores had every appearance of having been taken from what one would expect to find 
in any English movie such as plate glass windows and heavy doors with the thick glass 
that you had to push hard to open and a door bell that tinkled upon your entry. All of 
the floors were made of wood and were heated by kerosene stoves. 

On the corner was a pharmacy or apothecary where prescriptions were filled from the 
basics instead of pouring or counting pills from a bottle. The pharmacist actually used a 
mortar and pestle and there were decorative glass globes with red and green liquid in 
each of them. The scene that was presented by the owner/pharmacist and his assistant 
was right out of the movie, “It’s A Wonderful Life,” starring Jimmy Stewart. There was a 
soda fountain and wire legged chairs and tables. While the fountain could dispense 
seltzer water and Coca-Cola to which could be added cherry syrup or dispense the 
drink, Green River, the ice cream was wrapped, rather than scooped, and came in 
individual packages of two that were like small cylinders that were placed in a double 
cylinder glass cup and flavored toppings were added.

As you walked down the street towards the little shop with the heavy door and bell, you
came upon an actual Pat’s Tavern (Note, not meant to be confused with the title of this 
book, “Pat’s Tavern”). The tavern had a long curved counter and a series of bar stools. 
Since this was in the early 1950’s, Pat’s had a black and white television with a large 
plastic magnifier to make the screen larger. On fight nights, which took place on Fridays,
the tavern was always crowded. Teenagers were not allowed inside the tavern, therefore,
we stood outside and either watched through the large plate glass window or screen 
door as this was the days before air conditioning. It was during those times that I 
watched some of the greatest boxing matches that ever took place. On the sidewalk and 
next to the curb was a push cart from which you could buy a hot-dog with all of the 
trimmings for 15 cents. Wrapped Tom Tom tamales were 10 cents a piece.
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Darkness Descends On Woodlawn
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Pops

Pop took over the store with the heavy plate glass door and little bell that tinkled upon 
entry. When I say took over, I mean that he bought out the previous owners; an old lady 
and her husband. Pops created what I would call a teen aged boy’s paradise as there was
little to attract girls. The first thing that he did was to put in a stack of used comic books 
on the shelf near the front door. If a person brought in 2 comic books for trade, that 
person could take away one or, Pops sold them out right for a nickel a piece. In order to 
describe the store one would have to take a step back in time. It had wooden floors and 
was heated by an old kerosene stove. When you first entered the store, Pops would 
always emerge from a curtained doorway that he brushed to one side.

Pops lived in the back. He was rather old and thin and presented a rather gaunt and 
stooped figure. During the rare occasions that he allowed me to look into the back, I 
noticed a locked steel rear door and a pulley system that trailed up to the skylight. He 
explained to me that other than the front door, there was no ventilation in the summer 
time other than to crank open the skylight to let the heat escape. He once told me that he
came from England and it was his life’s dream to return there. Other than that he never 
offered much information about himself.

Besides the comic books, he brought in a display of model airplanes. Some were solid 
balsa wood models in that had to be shaped and sanded according to the plans that 
accompanied them. He then sold Stick models whose sticks were fitted in and glued 
around a balsa wood form. Afterwards, tissue paper was attached to the wood fuselage 
with glue and then painted. A rubber band was then tied in such a way so as to be 
wound to drive the propeller and perhaps even fly. These stick models came in various 
sizes according to price. The larger ones being easier to construct. In addition to these 
planes, he had an assortment of paints in little bottles of various colors that were lacquer 
paint and even banana oil. They had a pungent aroma all their own that often made my 
mother complain. We fondly referred to this paint as “dope” long before the street 
variety became known to all the drug users. While Pop also sold paint, he had an 
assortment of brushes and glue, but no knives to cut or trim the wood. In that regard, we
had to improvise. What we did was take a double edged steel razor blade and bend it to 
the point where it cracked into two halves. A person had to develop a technique in order
to hold and use it so as not to get cut. You might say, it was an art form.

41 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

I spent many a winter evening in Pop's store as there was not much else to do other than 
take home some of his comic books and read next to the radiator. Although we did not 
have much in common it was comforting to spend time in his store. I would have to say 
that Pops lived a very lonely and quiet life as I never even heard a radio playing. When 
we both stood in the store it always silent except for the street noise outside. It must 
have been a joy for him to have us teenagers as customers to break the monotony of his 
days. And then one day, Pops tranquility came to an end.

As I entered the store, Pops came from the back as usual, but instead of his usual 
greeting to me he stared with a beaten and bruised face. He later told me that since it 
was summertime, he slept with the skylight open as usual. Some enterprising thugs 
must have figured out his routine. They tied ropes and slide down them while Pops was 
sleeping. They proceeded to beat and pound him until he told them where he hid his 
money. Very few old-timers made use of banks in those days. Eventually the thugs were 
caught but the money was gone. All that time spent in that store was gone and along 
with the money, Pop’s dream of returning to England had vanished. I later heard that 
Pops was sent off to a Home, but I often wondered how a person deals with the fact that 
his or her dreams have been crushed and how they are able to carry on. 
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Pat’s Tavern

Among the 3 stores along 65th Street was Pat’s Tavern. Pat’s was the local hangout for 
most of the adults in the neighborhood with a few youngsters trailing behind. I was one 
of those youngsters. I was once in a while allowed in the door. Like any other tavern it 
was always filled and yes, there was a favorite bartender. That person was George.

George was a rather husky guy with curly red hair. He had returned from the Army 
when the 2nd World War ended. His prize possession was a .45 caliber Colt pistol that 
he kept in his waistband under his apron. As I was walking down the street one day, I 
glanced up to find bullet holes in the plate glass window and the neon sign hanging 
from a wire. When I went in to inquire as to what happened, I was told that a couple of 
guys held up the place and as they ran out, George followed after them and engaged in a
shootout. He filled the get-a-way car with holes and they fired back. After that, George’s 
standing in the community only increased.

My best friend Tom had a brother by the name of Mickey. Mickey had just returned from
the Navy and was a regular customer. For whatever reason, Mickey and George got into 
a fight and Mickey beat George pretty bad. One day Mickey was sitting at the bar and 
George burst in saying, “Mickey, You’re Dead.” With that he started firing and shot 
Mickey twice. Later on when we went into the tavern, we saw large gaping holes in the 
wood bar and the spot where Mickey hit the floor. Mickey was rushed to the hospital 
and believe it or not, he survived. One of our classmates worked at the hospital as a 
cleanup person and he told us that he had to scrub Mickey’s blood from the operating 
room floor. It was quite a task for someone who knew and liked Mickey as we all did 
and even the patrons at Pat’s Tavern. Actually the patrons were torn over what had 
happened between the two friends.

Later on I went into Pat’s and there on the counter sat a large glass pickle jar with a 
metal screw top lid. The lid had a slot cut into it where people could drop in money. It 
also had a sign that read, “George’s Defense Fund.” George continued on as a bartender 
and as for Mickey I don’t recall ever seeing him again in Pat’s Tavern, although I was still
best friends with Mickey’s brother Tom. The fact is Mickey outlived Tom who I saw 
buried a number of years ago. It all reminded me of the Civil War when brother fought 
brother and I began to wonder, towards what end. 
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The Fate Of The Corner Drugstore

As it was, the neighborhood changed and my family as well as all the other families 
slowly drifted away. I eventually found employment in a major university that was 
located not too far away. I would, on occasion, drive through the old neighborhood in 
order to reminisce about times past. It was on one of these occasions that I happened to 
pass the old drugstore and was surprised to see the lights on and someone moving 
about in a white jacket similar to what a pharmacist would wear. I decided to park my 
car at the curb and go in.

As I did so, a young man stepped forward who I barely recognized. He had been the 
young assistant who once served the old pharmacist. I then said, “I remember you.” He 
said, “Yes, it’s me. I went off to pharmacy school and came back.  I always had dreams of
owning this store and I bought the old man out.” He went on to take me around and he 
showed me the old wooden cabinets that slid out for easy access to medications and the 
see through counter where he could look out upon the entrance. I said, “It’s like a step 
back in time.” He replied, “Yes, it is and I love it.” After giving him a brief farewell, I 
shook his hand and wished him well and left.

A few months later I heard through the grapevine that a customer approached the door 
and finding it unlocked, he went in. Not receiving any response, he proceeded to the 
back room. There lying on the floor in a pool of blood was the young pharmacist . He 
had been shot several times. The police said that it was a robbery, but not content with 
taking the goods or the money, the perpetrator or perpetrators left him dead. And so it 
was as if a dark curtain fell over the street that I once knew. As I proceeded through life I
found that the cycle would often be repeated. Does that mean that we cannot dream or 
wish or even go on? No, I say. It takes the strength of the human spirit and the belief in a
Higher Power to go forth into the unknown no matter what and to build upon those 
who have gone before us. It is a part of the human conditioning.  
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Joe’s Deli

Although I could range far and wide in the neighborhood of Woodlawn in Chicago, 
where I grew up, I need go no father than a half block from where I lived on Ingleside 
Avenue to 66th and Greenwood to find Joe’s basement Delicatessen or Deli as some 
might have it. Every neighborhood had its own deli and they were located in an 
apartment building and usually in the basement. This was in the age before 
supermarkets or shopping malls. Most deli’s carried their customers “on the cuff”, that is
credit, as these weren’t prosperous times either. When I first met Joe, he was not an 
imposing figure. The fact is he was rather small in stature with curly dark hair, but he 
stood straight he told me that he moved his store from the West Side. As I got to know 
him better, he told me that he served in the First World War and showed me a 
newspaper clipping where he once shot a would be robber in the leg at his previous 
location. Still he did not impress me as being very tough. Since this was also in an age 
where fast food restaurants were rare, Joe served the purpose of providing me with 
sandwiches sliced fresh from the meat counter. Like any other deli, he had an assortment
of canned goods, an ice cooler for pop and a refrigerator for either ice cream cones or 
hand packed pints. A fresh made sandwich, a package of shoe string potatoes, and a 
bottle of pop and a cupcake ran me about 30 cents. A complete meal in itself. I would 
often sit on his pop cooler and devour my food and talk. I usually did this in late 
afternoon or early evening after the rush was over when I would not be in the way. It 
was relaxing to spend time with a man who I considered my friend.

One evening, I turned the corner and skipped down the stairs and flung open the door 
while a man in an overcoat was blocking the way. He suddenly turned and as he did, he 
pointed a revolver right at my stomach. Once I got past the shock and realized that he 
did not shoot me, I glanced over his shoulder and saw Joe in the corner talking to two 
other men in overcoats. I then quickly took in the scene. The glass meat cooler had bullet
holes in it and a block of cheese had a hole and was splattered all over. Joe nodded at me
as if I should go, which I quickly did.

The next day I returned and Joe told me what happened. Two robbers came in with guns
and Joe did not flinch. He quickly moved around the store and drew guns that he had 
placed at strategic locations. He laughed as he told me while they fired at him, he had 
them crawling out on their hands and knees while the bullets whizzed by. After that, Joe 
took on a new persona as far as I was concerned. I not only saw him as a man of steel, 
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but one who stood his ground in the face of a deadly threat and protected his property 
and himself. To me he was a hero. Just as he served his Country in time of war, he must 
have earned the respect of the men who tried to rob him. 
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The Scourge

I was told many years ago by a forest ranger that surface or ground fires are, in some 
instances, hard to control. The reason being they can, at times, act quite insidiously. The 
reason being that they can travel beneath the surface and it is difficult to predict where 
they might re-ignite again. This portends great danger for firefighters as they could 
easily become surrounded by flames without any way to escape. I believe that this holds 
true in many instances of life. On the surface, what one might sense or feel is peaceful 
and tranquil can easily be a smoldering cauldron of corruption and depravity. The 
neighborhood that I grew up in ,Woodlawn, I can look upon as being a village that 
contained friends, neighbors and professional people. It was, for all practical purposes, 
self contained. Little did I realize that the village that I lived in was on the verge of 
decaying from within.

Two of my classmates were Anna Mae and Bob. Woodlawn was never what one would 
consider as an upscale community. Yes, there were pockets of what one might call as 
plenty, but for the most part, the people were overwhelmingly hard working blue collar 
types and their children for the most part fit the mold. Most of my friends lived in 
apartment buildings as opposed to single family homes. While some buildings were well
kept, others bordered on slums. No matter their circumstance or status in life, people 
struggled to maintain themselves and their families the best way they could. The 
scourge that descended upon us was not limited to any certain economic or social class, 
but became one of opportunity. Without being judgmental, the determining factor was 
the moral fiber with which the individual was built.

Bob loved Anna Mae there was no doubt. Bob left for the Armed Services during the 
Korean War. What he left behind was what one might call a fresh faced wholesome girl. 
When he returned, he found a drug infested prostitute who had sunk to the depths of 
depravity. The irony is that Bob became a policeman like so many of my other friends 
did. As he rose through the ranks the further Anna Mae fell to her vices. Then one day, 
the police raided a known drug house. In it they found a female corpse. Bob asked that 
they pull back the shroud that covered her body and he blankly stared at what might 
have been to what had become. The ground fires are still burning across America and 
where they will crop up next only the Devil can tell.
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Poems And Stories From Fantasyland
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The Trap

The explorer had left the village to go off on his own. As he walked along the path 
through the dense jungle overhead, the ground suddenly gave way. He found himself 
caught in what seemed to be a bottomless pit. Worse yet there were a number of 
sharpened wooden stakes pointing upwards and one of them penetrated his thigh. He 
could not move, let alone stand. He began to feel his life’s blood flowing out and soaking
his trousers. He started to call out, but then realized he was miles from the village and it 
did no good. He began to except his fate in that he might bleed to death and there was 
no way to climb up and get out. The end result would be that maybe months or years 
from now someone might discover his remains and at least give him a proper burial.

After a considerable time, he saw movement overhead and as it moved back and forth, 
he thought, “snake!” He then noticed that it appeared to be making a grasping 
movement and not only was it hairy and resembled a hand but it was attached to an 
even more hairy and massive arm. As the hand moved past him, he reached out and 
grasped it and the huge hand squeezed down on his so hard that he thought that it 
would crush his own. Suddenly, the arm gave a big yanking motion and up he flew only 
to find that he was standing and looking up at a towering ape. As the ape looked down 
at him, he felt as if he was going to collapse and with that the ape closed his arms 
around him so tight that he thought his ribs would break. He then looked up at the ape’s
face and could detect what appeared to be a smile and large melancholy and 
understanding eyes. With that, the ape turned and ambled away and drifted off into the 
jungle. 

The explorer then removed his belt and drew it tightly around his leg in order to stop 
the blood flow. He then picked up a large stick to use as a crutch in order to make it back
to the village were he would get medical help. As he struggled along, he suddenly 
realized that the trap was not set for him, but rather for the ape. “Had the ape known 
this as he witnessed the event?,” he asked himself. Perhaps he will never know. 
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The Mirror

The young man stood to one side and watched as the old man sat down and stared into 
the mirror. What he witnessed was almost beyond his ability to describe as the mirror 
reflected all kinds of different hues and colors and shapes and images. There were 
scenes of peace and tranquility and loving and joy and happiness. As the old man sat 
there he smiled and nodded as if in agreement. Sometimes he laughed or giggled and 
even scratched his head as he seemed puzzled at what he saw. He truly was taking in all 
that which he enjoyed. As he got up to leave, he nodded at the crowd and smiled and 
tipped his hat as if to wish everyone a fond farewell.

The young man then watched as the line moved forward and another man sat down. 
This man suddenly became repulsed at what he saw. He began to swear and curse and 
flailed his fists and arms in the air. He truly was agitated. It was beyond the young man’s
comprehension to understand or to even explain what was taking place as compared to 
the previous man. He could only describe it according to what he imagined might 
provoke someone in a mad house. As the man got up, he spit and shook his fists at the 
crowd. He appeared to be filled with hate towards everyone.

With that, the young man slipped around the crowd to catch a glimpse of the sign that 
had been posted next to the mirror. As he read it he began to stare in wonderment at 
what had taken place and what the sign read:

CATCH A GLIMPSE OF YOUR MIND’S EYE,
SEE INTO THE DEPTHS  OF YOUR INNER THOUGHTS AND SOUL

as you gaze into our wondrous mirror.
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The Story Of Louie The Loser Or Sometimes Losers Win

Louie was oftentimes seen jerking his way through town with his head quickly bobbing 
up and down and at the same time moving it back and forth from left to right. The only 
peril that Louie presented to others was if he decided to spit and he happened to be 
standing close by. This meant that a person had to have pretty good reflexes to get out of
the way. Some say that Louie’s condition came about the day that his father drove across 
some railroad tracks at a high rate of speed while his mother was pregnant with him. 
Whenever someone asked Louie what he wanted to be in life as they were concerned for 
his future, he always replied, “A race car driver.” That is when old grandmotherly types 
would say to one another, “How sad.”

It all changed the day that Louie realized his dream. As luck would have it, Larry The 
Lush was attempting to park his car with the front door open and he fell out into the 
street. Seizing the opportunity as the motor was still running, Louie jumped in and 
mashed down on the gas pedal. Upon seeing what looked like a guided missile bearing 
down on them while they were crossing the street, Nellie the Nag’s husband jerked her 
back to the curb and in so doing dislocated her jaw. Continuing on at a high rate of 
speed, Louie came to the intersection just as Terry The Terrible was once again running a
stop sign. Terry’s nickname came about as he was always running cats and dogs and 
even mothers with buggies off of the streets. Upon hitting Terry’s car broadside, it was 
quickly reduced to a mangled mess. Still, the car Louie was driving kept going. As Terry 
crawled from his car, he looked up to see Louie bearing down on a robber running from 
the bank with a gun in one hand and a sack of money in the other. Louie hit the robber 
so hard that the gun that he was carrying was knocked back to the sheriff who was 
chasing behind. The bag of money having been split open suddenly spewed bills in the 
air and quickly sailed down the street while the townspeople scooped them up and 
stuffed them in their purses and pockets. No one knows how many dreams were 
fulfilled that day. Louie proceeded to drive over the crest of the hill at the end of the 
town and with his arms stuck out either side of the car windows, he gave the victory 
sign.

His father who had witnessed the whole episode stood there with a tear running down 
his cheek and proudly saying, “That’s my boy.” The moral of the story is: Don’t drink 
and drive, keep your insurance up to date and don’t ever ask Louie what he wants to do 
in life. 
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Cycles

From Light to light and dark to dark,
I am often caught between.
In the morning time,
The moon no longer casts its shimmering beam.
As in the daytime the meadows are ever so green.

Darkness brings a curtain over all that might glow,
It hides the things that I once did know.
Still, I remember things as they often did grow.

They often passed from the shadows into the light.
That which was hidden seemed ever so bright.
I see things now as they come into view.

And I grasp for that which I once knew.

Too late as the cycles come ever so fast.
And the time for remembrance is almost passed.
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Treasures From The Past
How Fickle Life Can Sometimes Be

Kept in a box and tucked away,
are treasures from the past that have seen a better day.

They have no value, that much is true. 
it only matters what they meant to who. 

A beautiful flower pressed in a book, 
would crumble to dust if someone took a look. 

A beautiful lock of wondrous hair from some maiden fair, 
head turned all gray even if she is still there. 

A scarf or hankie with a wondrous scent, 
faded away and without even a hint,
reduced to nothing but lint. 

A broken locket with a photo inside too, 
the image so faded, can’t remember who.

A ticket to some big time show or fancy place,
now all gone and turned into a parking space.

Trinkets galore from some carnival passing through town,
the Ferris wheel and merry-go-round,
just piles of rust in the ground.

A golden ring with a shiny sheen,
now all covered in bluish green.

Photos of places of long ago,
now covered in dust that the winds now blow

Worthless tokens exchanged for hard earned cash,
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Still, they remain locked away,
until the day when a person can no longer stay
and someone will say,
“Burn the whole damn lot and reduce them to ash.” 
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The Time Machine

Two kitchen chairs back to back sitting on the floor.
Don’t be afraid as I turn out the light and close the door.
You in one and myself in the other we will travel to a place that is lost in space.
See, I told you as we turn back the clock.
Look below. There is our old city block.
Maggie and her little brother always in tow.
Where they are headed, I do not know.
Little Susie covered in freckles from her brow to her chin.
She always smiled with a toothless grin.
And then there was Sally with knobby knees.
When she wanted candy, she always said please.
Watch as they jump rope and two at a time took skill.
As the other girls turned, it gave them a thrill.
Penny candy at the corner store, you could smell the sweetness

as you walked in the door.
Give them a nickel and you always got change as they put them in a brown paper sack 

and always smiled as you turned to look back.
Bubble gum came with a baseball card that you often traded in the school yard.
Billie had a jackknife and could whittle a stick or make a boat that was pretty slick.
Bobbie had a sack of marbles and he always won.
Losing to him was not very much fun.
The street lamp served as our play ground light,
although it was never very bright.
Hop scotch was a girls game that much is true,
And they laughed with joy as they reached Sky blue.
Cops and robbers was our game and if you shot him in the leg, he always came up lame.
The Saturday matinée was our thrill,
Three cartoon movies and cowboys and Indians filled the bill. 
Now we must return and make it to port as our time is running short.
If we hurry we might catch them as they pass through the years.
But you must never let them see your tears. 
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Myself as a cowboy, circa 1938
on the Midway Woodlawn, Chicago
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Last Cowboy

The herd had slowly been driven away and the cowboys all left in search of a better day.
That is, except for one who decided to stay.

City folks know nothing of the open range.
Their only concern is to bring about change.

Left behind and now alone, with no place to rest his weary head.
The cowboy wondered if he’d be better off dead.

Still, he still struggled to see the sun rise as it always brought pleasure to his fading eyes.

Empty pockets and not even a smoke.
He soon came to know what it meant to be broke.

Still, the man that he was struggled on,
like many the nights the herd depended upon.

Life at its worst when the well runs dry.
Better to go off and lay down and die.

Finally, they took him away. They buried him beneath the clover and a wooden cross 
over his head. He ascended to Heaven only to join the herd that he once led. 
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My Father, Patrick J. Crane,
Arrives In Woodlawn From The Coal Fields Of Illinois
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Spring Valley, Illinois, Coal Mines

My grandfather, John Crane, worked these mines up to about 1927 when he moved on to
Peoria, Illinois, to work in their mines and my father left in 1913 at the age of 13 to travel 
to Chicago in search of work before even his father, my grandfather left Spring Valley. 
The following copied from the Spring Valley Website History:

Spring Valley Coal Company owned four mines in Spring Valley. Mining 
engineer (and lst Mayor of Spring Valley), Charles Devlin, was in charge of 
operations. The miners were paid by the ton of coal, with no pay for work 
necessary to get at and remove the coal. An 1889 check record showed payment 
for mining 25.14 tons was $23.13. From this came 25 cents for collections, 26 cents
for smithing, $3.20 for fuel, 26 cents for the weighman, and $19.16 for the 
company store; a total of $26.16, which left a debt of $3.03.

In 1896, a national strike to demonstrate solidarity among the miners resulted in a 
Spring Valley riot, with 1,200 miners and local merchants participating. The company 
store was looted and many local businesses intimidated. 
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A Tribute To Miners

As the Old Miner looked back in time, I sense the doubt that must have plagued his 
mind as to whether or not he did the right thing by following in the footsteps that were 
made by those who went before him and that he was destined to follow. Where he once 
tread those footsteps with a spring in his step and a determination to make his mark in 
this world, he eventually settled into a continuous struggle that tested his spirit and 
threatened his very life. While his countenance underwent change as he progressed 
through the years, Mother Earth bore witness and still extracted her due no matter 
whether he be young or old. Then, one might ask, “How could any one follow such a 
damning profession?” What are the rewards at the end of the day and eventually, at the 
end of a lifetime for work in the mines? How better might it had been if he had followed 
a different path to making a living, one might ask. Surely, there are other and more 
profitable ways of gaining riches and providing for one’s comfort in life. But therein 
comes the rub. How better must it be to wake up in the morning with pride on one’s face
knowing that his or her toil was honest and pure and did not come at the expense of 
others. His was a toil that did not reach into another person’s pocket and steal that 
person’s life’s blood. Is the true measure of a man or a woman the sum total of how 
much riches they might gather at the expense of another? Is it not better to dream the 
dreams of an honest person as opposed to those who follow a lecherous life and that 
causes them to lie awake at night and fear for their souls? I think that when all is said 
and done, the Gates of Heaven will open wide for those who have followed the mining 
profession or any other honest endeavor, As for those who might have found an easier, 
but more lucrative, yet corrupt life, they are destined to leave their earth bound treasures
at the Golden Gate. It is then that the Holy One will look down upon the parasites of this
life and measure their spirit and their souls against those of the miners and other 
workers who already occupy a more Heavenly and loftier perch. So, take heed and take 
heart, the struggle might have been worth it. The miners soul is worth any amount of 
gold. The true measure of its worth is the price that the Miner has paid and it cannot be 
bought. Until that appointed day comes, I sense that there are others who will recognize 
the miners or any other laboring person for the honor that they have brought upon 
themselves.
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A Coal Miner’s Children, 1907
My Uncle Tom Crane, Aunt Eleanor Crane, and Father Patrick Crane
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Becoming Streetwise — My Father’s Classroom

My father left home and came by himself from the coal fields in Illinois to Chicago at the
early age of 13. He settled in and around 63rd and Cottage Grove Avenue and over the 
course of his early years his life was centered around that location. Since he was newly 
arrived and alone in The Big City, there was much to be learned in order to survive. He 
held many jobs but it was in the gambling and pool halls that he honed his skills 
towards becoming a professional gambler with cards and became a 3 cushion billiards 
master.

According to him, this came about the day when a Black Man came walking down the 
alley carrying a automobile inner tube on his shoulder. My father said that this was the 
Black Man’s “Shtick” or attention getter. Once he had my father’s attention. The Black 
Man said to my father, “Hey kid, are you any good with cards?” Somewhat mystified, 
my father tried to understand what he meant. Thereupon the Black Man drew out 3 
cards and said, “Come here and I will show you what to do. You see this card? All you 
have to do is pick it out after I shuffle them and lay them face down on this box.” After 
he did so, the man Black said, “Now pick out the card that I first showed you,” which 
my father quickly did. The man said, “Hey, you’re pretty good. Would you like to bet a 
little wager on the next card?” With that, my father did and each time that he did, the 
wager doubled as the game went on. Finally when the wager got big enough, the Black 
Man said, “Now how would you like to bet the whole thing?” When my father did, the 
Black Man administered the Coup de grâce and with that he scooped up all of the 
money and left my father broke. My father had fallen for one of the oldest street scams 
which consisted of a fast shuffle and a way of dealing and holding back cards, known as 
Three-Card Monte. After that happened, my father told me that he vowed that he would
never loose at cards again.

Besides gambling, my father worked as a hot tar and pitch flat roofer as an occupation. 
In addition to being able to cipher numbers in his head, he followed the laws of physics 
on the billiard table. And in addition to that, he began a study in character as he would 
begin to know the mind set of his opponents and anticipate their way of thinking as well
as their moves. He became a street wise psychologist whose only method of grading 
came in the form of how many times he won. His was a hard nose way of dealing with 
the system and failure could only result in a person’s ability or will to survive.
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As I grew older I began to appreciate the umbrella of protection that he provided me as 
his son. Whenever he was close at hand I felt secure from the evils of the world. Rather 
than rebel against him as a father like so many other teenagers did during my time, I 
grew to idolize him all the more. To me, he was a giant among men. He was the anchor 
who held my ship against the storm. The rock that could never be broken no matter how
often life tried to crush it through the blows that were thrust upon it. How many times 
would the Heavens open and the light shine through when he was near, I could not tell. 
He only acted to strengthen my will. The most wondrous thing about him was that even 
his friends including my own children looked upon him in the same way. Whenever he 
was around, a person was never alone. 
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My Father, both roofer and gambler

64 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

My Father and I
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The Roofers, 1923
Left: Robert March, My Mother’s Brother, A.K.A. Uncle Bub

Center: My Father, Patrick Crane
Right: Unknown
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My Father’s Adventures

My father was one for always pushing the limits and testing another person’ s mettle. 
One day he met his match. As my father and my uncle were walking down the street, 
they came across a Black Man with a push cart and he was selling apples. My father 
picked up an apple and polished it on his sleeve and bit into it. With that, The Black Man
said, “You owe me a nickel.” My father’s reply was, “I don’t owe you a thing” The Black 
Man said again, “You owe me a nickel.” With that, my father said, “Make me.” By the 
time the fight ended, my father was picking himself up off of the ground and he had two
black eyes. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a nickel and handed it to the Black
Man and said, “You are a better man than I am.” All the time that this went on, my uncle
stood by and laughed.  When my father returned home, he sat in a chair in the kitchen 
and while she was talking to him, my mother said, he would not look up and kept 
turning his head from side to side as she tried to see what was wrong. By the time she 
caught a look, his eyes were swollen shut and she said, “My, my, what happened to 
you?”

During the Race Riots of 1919 in Chicago, my father was standing on the corner of 63rd 
and Cottage Grove and a White crowd descended on an older Black Man who was 
meticulously dressed in a suit and tie. As they proceeded to punch and push him 
around, my father stepped in and said, “Why don’t you leave him alone.” With that the 
crowd turned on my father and said, “Shut up, or you will get the same.” As they held 
my father back, they swung the poor man by his hands and his feet through a drugstore 
window and the broken glass cut the man to pieces. My father never forgot that as he 
said that it was an unnecessary thing to do to someone who was minding his own 
business.

Another time when the riot was at it peak, my father and uncle were traveling down 
State Street in an old truck that had a spark advance in the steering wheel. In those days,
you could advance or retard the spark to adjust the timing. The Blacks had lined the 
street with house bricks in order to throw at any passing cars with Whites. In the midst 
of this came two crazy White men. While my uncle was adjusting the spark back and 
forth to make it go, “Bang, bang, bang.” The Blacks were so taken by this that all they 
could do was to hoot and howl and laugh at them. My father said not a brick was 
thrown. Their fearlessness and humor during this standoff was recognized and 
appreciated by those Blacks.
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I have to say that my father had a certain magnetism about him. I saw him stop a 
charging German Shepard in its tracks by looking at him and all that it did was slink 
down and whine. Even when he would pet a horse, the horse would pull back its head 
and look down fondly at him as if to recognize his spirit. The same would happen to 
elephants at the circus whenever he fed them peanuts. I would have to think because he 
was Irish he had inherited something of the past from that Ancient Land that caused him
to communicate with other life forms on a different level other than my own. All that I 
ever felt was his love towards me as his son.
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My Father — Living By His Wits

It was during The Great Depression and in the dead of winter with much snow and ice 
on the roofs. My parents were married at the time and there wasn’t any food in the 
house and my father was still working as a roofer.

He went to the office of the roofing company where he worked and as he walked in, the 
bosses were sitting in front of a wood burning pot-belly stove playing checkers. “Any 
work?” my father asked. “No work,” was the reply. My father then walked out and 
placed a ladder against the wall and climbed up on the roof. He had picked up a tin can 
along the way and placed it over the smoke stack for the pot-belly stove that was in the 
office. He then climbed back down and went into the office and proceeded to watch the 
office fill up with smoke and the bosses started to hack and cough. My father then said, 
“Looks like something is blocking the chimney. For ten dollars I could take a look and 
probably fix it.” With that, the bosses said, “OK.”

My father then went out, climbed back up the ladder and sat down and smoked a 
cigarette. When he thought that it was enough time, he removed the tin can, climbed 
back down and went into the office. He then said, “There was a bunch of twigs and such 
blocking the smoke stack and I cleaned it out.” With that, they gave him the ten dollars 
and he returned home and gave it to my mother for food. 
 

69 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

My Father — A Hero of Sorts

My father was born in 1900 and my mother in 1904. Her brother, My Uncle Robert 
(Uncle Bub) was born in 1902. My parents married in 1923 and my sister was born in 
1926. I came 7 years later in 1933. My father met my mother through her brother, Uncle 
Bub. To say that my father and Bub led a life of adventure would be an understatement. 
Because they were both strong swimmers. They would both swim out and then back 
from the water intake crib for Chicago, located 2 miles from shore in Lake Michigan. 
During times when there was no work, my father and Uncle Bub, would sometimes flip 
freight trains and ride the rods in order to travel to the East Coast and line the Hulls of 
ocean going vessels with asbestos. Their stories of their travels on the road would fill a 
book. My father, especially, was a fighter for the underdog. One time while escorting my 
mother down the street they saw a horse drawn wagon moving along and suddenly the 
horse slipped and fell as the streets were icy. The wagon driver then proceeded to whip 
the horse in order to make him get up. Each time that the horse tried, his horse shoed 
hooves would slip out from under him and he would fall again. My father went over 
and grabbed the whip from the driver and proceeded to whip him with it and all the 
time saying, “See how you like it, see how you like it.”

Another time when my father was playing Billiards, a big guy started hitting and 
pushing around a much smaller man my father said, “Why don’t you pick on somebody 
you own size?” The man replied, “Stay out of it, its none of your business.” My father 
replied, “You made it my business because you ruined my game.” The man proceeded 
to come at my father and my father picked up a pool cue and started to beat him with it. 
He beat the man so bad that he fractured his skull and it was a matter of waiting as to 
whether the man would live or die. In the meantime the police were looking for my 
father in case the man died. Fortunately, the man survived and when he did, he went 
back to the pool hall and apologized to my father for having started the fight.

There was a time when my father went fishing at the Kankakee River with my 
grandmother and mother. A boat came drifting down the river with a bunch of drunken 
people in it. The boat capsized and the people yelled for help. My father swam out and 
helped them to shore one by one until they were all safe. Each time that he did my 
grandmother yelled for my father to stop as he might drown too. The man was so 
grateful that he gave my father the boat. About a week later a man came along in a boat 
and looked at the one that the drunk gave my father and he said, “You have my stolen 
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boat.” With that my father gave the man his boat back. Not only was the man a drunk 
that my father had saved, but he was a thief too. 
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A Double Life

I was cast upon the stage in the early 1930’s. My sister was already there some 7 years 
before. We lived on Drexel Avenue just a few short blocks from where my father had 
first come to Chicago. Just a few steps down the street from there was one of the biggest 
and most famous gambling halls or casinos in Chicago. It was operated by a man who 
was known as the richest junk man in Chicago. In either instance, he was tied to the 
syndicate. It was there that my father plied his trade as a gambler and not a roofer. A 
roofer’s trade is mean and dirty with back breaking work. In the Summer it was sweaty 
and during the cold weather it required layers of clothing to stay warm. In a gambling 
hall, a gambler never faces other gamblers across a green felt table and shuffles and 
deals cards and gathers chips or sips from a shot glass without some degree of class. A 
person does not do this in work clothes or with dirty nails or grime encrusted hands 
without going through some degree of transformation.

My mother once said that the only time she saw my father was when he came home to 
wash and put on a set of clothes and a clean white shirt. The manicurist that he 
frequented must have retired early just on tips. He liked shopping downtown at The 
Boston Store or Hub and then finally Lyttons. He always said that Arrow shirts were the 
best. He once told me that there was a time when he had no less than 5 autos, including 
a Marmon Sports Car, setting in our back yard. When I think back, I never questioned 
him on how a roofer could assemble such an array of cars. All of this took place when I 
was very young. Whenever I saw him all that I remember was the smell of tar encrusted 
clothes and work shoes stuck with tar and gravel. There was a time when he owned his 
own roofing company located at 60th and Cottage Grove, but one day, it burned 
completely to the ground with no insurance. One of my classmates said that his mother 
was mad at my father because her laundry which was hanging on a clothes line in the 
backyard was covered in black soot. His truck and all of his supplies and tools of the 
trade were lost. Still, he was never one to accept defeat as he returned once again to the 
company where he originally learned the trade.

My father was a foreman or “Gaffer” and he drove his crew hard. One of the owners 
sons worked with him and my father said that he was a “stumble bum.” My father said, 
“that one day he is going to get someone killed or kill himself.” They transferred the son 
to another crew and a couple of weeks later he fell off a roof and was killed. My father’s 
instinct were, unfortunately, correct. 
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I would not be being doing my father justice if I did not mention that he was self-taught. 
When he left his home in Spring Valley, Illinois, he told me that he got as far as the 3rd 
Grade. My mother would respond, “If that.” Never-the-less, my mother told me that 
whenever she returned home from work riding on the street car in the summertime, my 
father would be waiting on her at the stop by sitting under a tree reading a book. He 
once told me that he spent a lot of time reading in the library. He knew the history of the 
Peloponnesian Wars, and could even name the generals both in the Greek and Roman 
armies. Most importantly, he read and often quoted from the Bible. “Because strait is the 
gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.” 
Another was, “The road to Hell is paved with good intentions.” Most importantly was 
that he often said, “A man is only as good as his word.” Time and time again, he 
reminded me of that. What really impressed me was his analytical abilities. I would 
often have to go to him to seek out possibilities whether they be mechanical, 
philosophical, or otherwise. Always, he had an answer and in some cases it was just a 
matter or right or wrong. If I were ever placed in a box, so to speak, and there was no 
way out. He would say, “Well, you did the best that you could. It looks like you have no 
alternative.” This often gave me peace of mind.

As luck would have it, I was struck with a number of accidents and an illness that almost
cost me my life. I contracted Lobar Pneumonia, which is one of the deadliest forms of 
the disease, at the age of 3. I spent a week in a coma and suffered deliriums and finally 
passed through the crisis thanks to my mother and grandmother and the doctor who 
provided me home visits. This was in 1936 and in-patient hospital care was few and far 
between in those days. Another time, I fell from a tree and my arm was so badly injured 
that the doctor thought that they might have to amputate it, as the nerves were so badly 
damaged. My father rocked me all night long while I was in excruciating pain and sang 
me lullabies. We had to do this because there was only one orthopedic surgeon available 
who could save my arm, as the original hospital that treated me had set my arm wrong 
and placed it in what one could only call a medieval metal torture cast that screwed 
down with wing nuts. The surgeon threw it in the garbage. This happened at the age of 
6 in 1939. One time, my father took me to the beach at Lake Michigan. As he sat in the 
sand, I played next to the water and all of a sudden a seiche came up and took me away. 
A seiche is similar to wave at high tide and it can come up quite unexpectedly. When my
father looked up he saw me trapped in a wave and dove in and rescued me. He laid me 
on my stomach in the sand and pumped my lungs of all the water as I choked and 
gagged.

As I look back, I seem to think these series of events might have triggered something in 
my father as he started to give up gambling. My parents had already divorced in 1936, 
when I was 3, and his gambling was probably one of the reasons. I believe that he had 
some sort of awakening or epiphany because he withdrew from gambling and where I 
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was concerned, he preached against it. His words to me were, “Don’t gamble as you can 
only lose.” He also went on to say that “Your only concern in life should be in getting an 
education.” My father began to change as gambling lost its lure.
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Drawn To The Light

As I write this episode of my life I find that it is very difficult to recall in exact detail the 
sequence of events as they took place. I am referring to the time when I was just 3 years 
old and contracted Lobar Pneumonia. Little did I realize at the time how close I had 
come to dying, as my mother said that I ran a 106 degree Fahrenheit temperature. I do 
remember fading in and out of my coma or deliriums and each time that I did, I was 
drawn to the little lamp that I continually asked my mother to light. Whenever she did 
so, I was drawn to it as it offered such comfort. Between each episode when I slipped 
into darkness, I remember grasping each side of the bed as it seemed to keep spinning 
around. Like any other childhood disease, the young have little understanding of what is
taking place. It is only after a period of time that the person, in this case, my mother, 
could tell me the ordeal that I had gone through. A child is not unlike what takes place 
within the animal world in that, for the most part, the patient is dependent upon the 
natural defense mechanisms to ward off or overcome the disease. That and including the
medical and nursing care that the patient receives. In some cases it is just a matter of 
waiting until the disease runs its natural course. In my case, I was tended to at home and
in an era when penicillin was not yet discovered. Sulfa drugs were the only medicine for 
Pneumonia at the time. This medicine was given to me by the doctor who made home 
visits. In later years I mentioned to a doctor friend that I had scarring in the corner of my
eyes. He told me that was because the doctor who tended to me ran needles into my 
sinuses to restore breathing. The lamp came in the form of a Vapo-Cresolene Lamp that 
was invented at the turn of the 20th Century. As the name implies, it made use of 
Cresolene which is a caustic coal tar derivative. As modernists look back, they often 
demean it as, “Quack Medicine.” The only thing is, my mother used Eucalyptus Oil as a 
substitute. I suspect that she did so at the advice of my grandmother who was a 
registered nurse who was trained in the late 1800’s. “Eucalyptus Oil vapor acts as a 
decongestant when it is inhaled and is used to treat bronchitis.” Thanks to my mother, I 
was able to overcome my illness in time to celebrate Christmas in 1936. Needless to say, I
have managed to acquire a Vapo-Cresolene lamp and whenever I light it the glow still 
draws me back over the course of time. God Bless my beloved mother for having led me 
out of the darkness. 
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My Mother (Year Unknown)
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Vapo-Cresolene Lamp
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959 East 61st Street
Where my mother, sister, and I occupied the first floor apartment,

windows left and right of the doorway, from 1933 to 1940.
During the time which I contracted pneumonia and broke my arm.
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Myself, with broken arm, and sister Patricia
aboard U.S. Navy ship moored at Navy Pier.
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A New Horizon

My father continued roofing as well as his gambling, and by this time my parents had 
divorced. Still, neither my mother or my father relinquished their responsibilities in 
raising my sister and myself. It was something of a balancing act in order to maintain 
contact with my father while both my sister and myself lived at home with my mother. 
There was no scheduling of visitation as my father had free access to both of us as it 
required. This meant that I was able to spend more time with my father as his moon-
lighting job appeared to be lessening. He still required his clean shirts whenever he was 
not roofing as my mother no longer supplied them.

I still remember his going to the Chinese hand laundry located on Drexel Avenue near 
63rd Street. He would carry in a pile of shirts and the China man immediately 
recognized him. I still remember that little man scurrying around and nodding his head 
and saying, “Yes, yes, yes” but always with a smile on his face. My father would always 
give his directives, “Wash and iron and light on the starch.” As the China man took in 
the dirty shirts, he would reach up on the shelf and pull down a bunch of boxes of clean 
shirts and tie them together with string. My own last act was to reach in his little bowl 
and take out some Chinese candy. It was always a delight visiting that little shop.  It 
seemed as if my father had more time to spend with me and especially on weekends as 
we started to make the rounds of all of Chicago’s museums such as The Museum of 
Natural History, The Museum of Science and Industry, and The Art Institute. We also 
visited the International Amphitheater and took-in outdoor shows and the Circus when 
it came to town. We would finish the day by going to various restaurants. The irony was 
that when I even got older we started to go to the very restaurant/cafeteria that the 
Monster of 63rd Street once haunted. Now instead of looking in, I was looking out and 
there were no more monsters looking at me.

It was many years before that time that my father had constructed what he called a 
shack, which to me was the work of an artist, on property that he rented on the 
Kankakee River. He even made room to take my cousin Tom and Jack along with us. 
Later on, I would also include my friends instead. One of those friends, John, later 
became a Sargent on the Chicago Police Force. In later years while I was talking about 
my father with him, he described my father as “A Prince.” Coming from John who was 
Irish, I told him that that was the highest compliment that he could have given my 
father. Now they are both dead. In talking to John’s widow, she told me that whenever 
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they crossed The Kankakee River on a trip, John would often say, “That is where Mr. 
Crane took me fishing.” She went on to say that John never forgot. The Kankakee River 
served as a getaway from the Big City for not only my father and myself but all my 
friends as well, and they always appreciated it. I am certain that today, both of those 
Princes are looking down upon me.
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My father with myself and my sister
at the Kankakee River, 1934
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The Shack
 

A haven or escape from Woodlawn built on the banks of the Kankakee River, in Illinois, 
during my father's roofing and gambling years.

The shack provided my father and my family not only an escape from Chicago, but a 
place where we could enjoy nature. I have many memories of our lives at the shack as 
well as with my dog, Rusty.

Kankakee comes from the Miami-Illinois word teeyaahkiki which means “Wonderful 
Land.” Kankakakee was the home of the Pottawatomie Indians.
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The Shack

The Shack was located was located 60 miles south of Chicago on the Kankakee River. 
“Shack” was my father’s way of defining what was in reality another example of his 
creativity and craftsmanship. He had a way of talking down his own accomplishments. 
To myself, my cousins and my friends it was a wonderful place to go in order to escape 
the swelter and sometimes stench and entrapment of the big city. It was as close to 
nature as one could get. The shack was built before I was born. My father and my 
mother and our family friends occupied an encampment across the river where they 
stayed in tents. My father was able to rent a piece of property from a farmer that was not
productive to his farm. It stretched along the river bank for almost a city block and ran 
from the river back to a corn field for a fourth of a city block. At the south end was a 
swamp that contained all the elements that made it into a creepy place such as quick 
sand and snakes and birds of every variety. A barbed wire fence prevented entry for 
safety’s sake. At the north end was a country home where the farmer’s mother lived. My 
father paid the farmer seven dollars a year rent for use of this land.

Once he acquired the lease, my father set about constructing the cabin. The frame of the 
cabin was made from cedar 2 by 4’s. A lot of the materials came from a friend of the 
family, Sam Gordon, who once ran a side show at the original White City that was 
located a 63rd and South Park Avenue in Chicago and now known as Martin Luther 
King Drive. The windows of the front porch where we would eat looked out on the river.
The windows were constructed of small squared clear panes of glass that were held in 
by lead seams. Around these panes was another border of colored glass that was also 
seamed in by lead that reflected all of the colors of the rainbow. It reminded me of a 
Frank Lloyd Wright house with similar type windows. The frames of the windows were 
about 4 feet wide by about 6 feet tall. All and all, it made for a very picturesque scene 
while we were eating or staying indoors in order to seek shelter from a storm. The 
outside walls were made of asphalt shingles on one side and with slate shingles on 
another. It had a side entrance towards the front that faced north and another on the side
facing south that was not often used. When using the door, we often heard the 
admonition from my father, “Don’t slam that screen door!” The interior walls were made
of varnished canvas taken from the backgrounds for the side shows . This was more than
evident in the bedrooms where we slept. We went to sleep at night in the company of the
bearded lady, the crocodile man, a snake charmer and Twiddly Dee and Twiddly Dumb. 
There were very few modern day conveniences . Because there was no electricity, light at
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night came from kerosene lamps and heat from a centralized kerosene stove. There were
no telephones. Water came from a hand pump that was drilled into the ground which 
had to be primed with water. My father had also dug out the ground and constructed an
outhouse over a pit which he treated with quick lime. Cooking was done on the outside 
using a gas fired Coleman stove. My father made a pier that not only served to tie up our
rowboat, but to fish from. The pier consisted of boards placed over sealed 55 gallon 
drums that were anchored by long metal poles in order to stabilized the pier and 
prevent it from floating away.

Our trips to the Kankakee River provided many adventures and experiences. My 
parents had been divorced for many years and as a consequence my mother did not 
partake in our enjoyment and because of that I missed her during our outings. On the 
other hand my grandmother, my father’s mother did as well as my step-grandfather, my 
grandmother’s husband, John Fritz. John worked for 39 years as a coil winder 
overhauling electric motors for Chicago’s streetcars. He enjoyed the outings immensely 
and even built a row boat for our use on the river. Unfortunately, he died six months 
after he retired.

All things considered, my father went on to provide us with many happy memories, he 
also fed our imaginations by many of our forays into the woods. One time he told us 
that he was going to catch an alligator and since it was growing dark, we did not know 
what he was up to. He attached a large tow chain to his car and drove my cousins and 
myself into the woods. We heard him rustling about and then he got into the car and 
drove back to the cabin. When we got there we found that he had attached a fallen tree 
trunk to the car and he pulled it around in front of the cabin. We then went on to enjoy a 
wonderful bonfire that lasted most of the night. My father enjoyed putting on his 
wading boots and walking along the river bank and using his fly rod in order to try to 
catch that mythical bass. My grandmother cautioned me to not bother my father during 
those times. It was a time for self reflection or introspection for him. As I watched this 
artist with a fly rod at work, I could observe him as he became lost in his thoughts. It did
not matter if he caught a fish or not. What mattered most was the peace and solitude that
he enjoyed. It was interesting to see how his disposition and demeanor changed as he 
appeared to mellow as he hung up his rod and reel. There was another time when my 
father drove my cousins and myself to the farmer’s barn yard and asked him for 
chickens that he could cook. The farmer proceeded to pick up a hatchet and as he laid 
each chicken on a chopping block he began to chop their heads off. We watched in awe 
and wonder at what we had witnessed. When the farmer was finished, my father drove 
us back to the cabin and proceeded to boil water on the Coleman stove. He dipped each 
chicken into the pot and pulled out their feathers and then deep-fried them. After that, 
we enjoyed a feast as my father set a huge plate of chicken on the table. Whenever we 
wanted berries to eat, we went back to the large growth of bushes next to the cornfields. 
We were able to fill a bucket of blackberries in no time at all. We would wash them 

85 



Pat’s Tavern by Thomas J. Crane

under the water pump and then put them on our cereal along with sugar and milk. Life 
was good until the time I fell from a tree and broke my arm, but I recovered and 
continued on. It was at the Kankakee River where I could look up at the clear skies at 
night and see all of the stars and constellations. The wonders of the Heavens were 
beautiful and seemed limitless. Little did I know then, but that part of my life prepared 
me for the military as I was just not a product of the city streets. When the War ended 
and the farmer’s two sons returned home they said that they no longer wished to work 
the farm. The farmer sold it to a man who reduced the woods to individual lots and put 
in paved streets and houses. The blackberry bushes were torn out and all the cabins 
including my father’s were destroyed. I now enjoy listening to John Berry’s song, 
“somewhere in time” and especially when it is accompanied by images of trees and 
woods and streams as it takes me back to a time that I spent with my father at the 
“Shack.” 
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My Grandmother and John Fritz in front of the Shack, 1940
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My Uncle Tom Crane, Aunt Eleanor, and Father at the Shack, 1940
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Myself standing on the pier over the Kankakee River, 1940
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My Big Catch, 1940
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He Leads Me Over Deep Waters

It was during the Winter of 1940, when I was about 7 years old, that my father took me 
on a trip to the Kankakee River to the place where we would fish during the 
Summertime. The river was completely frozen over from bank to bank which was a 
distance of approximately 100 yards. My father gazed at the scene for a brief moment 
and then said, “Let’s walk across.” I looked at him with what he must have perceived as 
complete apprehension. He then said, “Don’t worry, all that you have to do is follow 
me.” As he stepped out, he began to show me the weak spots as well as the strong. “Just 
step where I step and everything will be fine,” he said. As I looked at the weak spots, I 
could see the water swirling below and I could feel the pulse of its current beneath my 
feet. The river ran anywhere from 15 to 30 feet deep. When we reached the opposite 
shore, we paused for awhile and then he said, “Let’s head back.”As I look back upon my 
life with my father, I now realize what a daring man he was. He exhibited such strength 
and assurance about him that I never questioned his ability to assess and control any 
situation. He had a power within him and I would follow him through Hell and back. 
That is how much faith I had in him. On the other hand, after I would return home and 
tell my mother about his exploits with me, she would often say, “What has that damn 
fool done now?” Fathers lead and challenge the unknown while mothers protect. 
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The Golden Years
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A Matter Of Love And Respect

“Much of what you are or ever hope to be, you owe to your parents.”
- Hugh W. Pinnock

My father had a sternness in his voice and a look in his eyes that brought my immediate 
attention and yet, he reminded me years later that he only spanked me once in my entire
life. His word was my command. In addition to that he always told me that I should 
respect my mother and do whatever she told me to do. Whatever differences they had 
between themselves never influenced the relationship that I had with either of them. 
Actually, I loved them both equally throughout their entire lives. They both served as 
sources of love and counsel whenever I needed them. I was fortunate to have had such 
loving parents. An event took place in my father’s life that changed my life so much that 
I can only look back and refer to them as My Golden Years.

In 1945 my father told me that he could no longer be a roofer as his back had given out 
after so many years. He gathered enough money to buy into a gasoline filling station. 
The station was located on 61st Street one half block East of Cottage Grove Avenue in 
Chicago. It was not a large station as it only had two islands for gasoline pumps and a 
two car bay for greasing. Initially, he had a partner by the name of Harold. Although 
Harold was a certified mechanic, they did not offer any auto repairs; only in an 
emergency.

It was during these years that I had the pleasure of working along side of my father and 
where I had the advantage of learning many facets of life which helped me on the way to
maturity. It was there that he taught me people skills and most importantly some of the 
high roads and the low roads of life. It was during this period that I learned how 
brilliant he really was and it was as if his mind had no limitations as well as his creative 
skills. The best part was observing him converse with others and, no matter their station 
or calling in life, it was like watching an age old tree take on new blooms. The way he 
defined it was, “The ability to engage in conversation.” It is in that regard that he told 
me that only ignorant men swear, because they do not know of any educated words to 
use. “Swearing,” even though he, himself did it at times, “reveals the person behind the 
words.” I marveled at the number of friends that he made. I came to the conclusion that 
had my father had a formal education, he could have mastered any profession.
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As I progressed through school, I became amazed how much he could add to the subject
matter. He was light years ahead of me. Knowing what he already knew about nature 
and its workings, only made me feel in greater awe of this wonderful man. He had a 
power and a force about him that I knew I could never equal. Most importantly, he 
never, ever made me feel less than what I was. Conversely, he did everything to bolster 
and support me in every way possible. He gave me strength. My father knew people, 
and I would have to say that he knew me better than I did myself. He knew my 
strengths as well as my weaknesses and I thank the Good Lord that this opportunity was
given to me in life. The only thing is, it causes me to miss him even more as I feel, even 
as old as I am, that there are things yet to be learned and he is no longer here to teach 
me. He was like an open book that is never completely read. His lessons have been with 
me over my lifetime and I still hear his voice echo in my mind. 
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My father’s service station
850 East 61st Street
Chicago, Illinois
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The Filling Station

During my grade school years, my father’s filling station served as a nice place to visit 
with my friends. We would work on our bicycles and put air in our tires and simply 
hang around. Eventually, I would work on Saturdays pumping gas to make some extra 
money. Once I entered high school, my days working at the filling station increased and 
I spent my summer vacations working there. Eventually my father’s partner sold his 
interest in the station and my days of employment increased. That is when an interesting
development came about. I came to learn that some of the customers were former 
friends of my father during his gambling days. That is when my father counseled me 
that while he was waiting on these customers that I should speak only when spoken to. I
found that not to be a problem as I rarely interrupted when my father was speaking. 
Usually the conversation involved places and names that I never heard of and therefore, 
it had no interest to me. Later on, my father would fill me in on the conversation after 
the person had left and I began to find my father’s past associations most intriguing.

What I came to find out was that one of my father’s customers was head of the crime 
syndicate in that he operated the Policy Wheel or Numbers Racket on the South Side of 
Chicago. His auto agency was located along Automobile Row on Cottage Avenue near 
61st Street. Although the head of the agency was in charge of that operation, he 
answered to a syndicate hierarchy for the entire Chicago region. It was during my 
dealings with these men that I came to discover that there is good and bad in everything 
and some of those who professes to being good are not so good after all. According to 
my father, you should judge people on an individual basis according to their own merits
without any pre-judgement. I can truthfully say that these men were some of the nicest 
and most respectful men that I have ever met in my life and they never talked down to 
me. I have summarized my feelings in this matter as follows: “Trust is always earned, 
never given.” R. Williams.

I was proud of my father because he had earned the trust of those who penalize the 
betrayer of that trust with dire consequences. As my father often said, “There is no if, 
and or buts. It is simply a matter of whether a person is trustworthy or not.” He also 
said, “Your word is your bond.” Although my father was never a member of their 
organization, he was able to maintain business dealings with them and they never 
questioned his integrity but, in fact they treated him with utmost respect and dignity. no 
matter whether these men were right or wrong according to the way in which society 
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might have judged them, they developed a code of ethics among themselves where 
adherence to that code was foremost in their lives and it was the trust for one another 
that bound them together. It was obvious to me that for whatever reason my father had 
gained their trust, and as his son I was the beneficiary of that trust, and if for no other 
reason than to honor my father, I acted accordingly in my dealings with them. “It is not 
flesh and blood, but heart which makes us fathers and sons.” Friedrich Von Schiller 
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A Matter Of Honor And Trust

My father had a book of receipts similar to what a waitress uses in a restaurant. There 
was no carbon copy or any receipt other than the original. We would simply look at the 
gas pump and write down the amount of gallons that we pumped into the car on the 
receipt. This is how we dealt with any customer who came in that was connected to the 
Policy Rackets. They seemed to go out of their way to avoid looking at the meter on the 
gas pump. In no way did they attempt to confirm the amount that we had written 
down . They would simply sign the receipt and hand the receipt pad back to us. We 
would go into the office and tear off the copy and place it in a file that my father would 
total or reconcile at the end of the month. After they received the monthly statement 
they would send over a check as payment. Our integrity was never questioned. I never 
experienced anything like it again in my entire life. To blindly accept, what amounted to 
your word overwhelmed me and yet these men were supposed to be ruthless in their 
dealings with others? If any one ever asked me, I would have to say, I never met such 
honest and trusting men in my life. I don’t know if they ever realized the impact that it 
had upon me. I was grateful to them beyond measure.

When the owner of the auto agency and head of the policy wheel came in, my father 
would give me instructions or warnings, “Don’t do anything except to put gas in that 
car, everything is taken care of.” “Don’t wipe the windows or anything else.” “Just open 
the cap, pump in the gas and hand the book for him to sign.” After I put the gas into his 
car I would walk up to the driver’s side and he always had a fedora on his head and it 
would be cocked to one side and he never said a word. He would crank the window 
down a few inches and I would slide the book and pen into him. He rarely if ever looked
up. He would simply sign the book and pass it back to me and then drive away. To this 
day I could not even tell you what he looked like. He was a mysterious figure to me.

The man who ran the used car division was named Joe. Joe would come in and get his 
gas and ask my father if he would do him a favor. He would say, “Pat, I would like to go 
up to the corner and get a drink. Could you watch this for me?” He would then take out 
a stack of bills that were wrapped with a thick rubber band. My father would lead Joe 
into the office and open the safe and say to him, “You put it in.” and with that Joe would
bend over and place the money in the safe. When he returned from the corner, my father
would lead Joe back into the office and open the safe. My father would then say, “Joe, 
you put it in, now you take it out.” My father never touched the money, but the most 
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amazing thing was that Joe never counted it. My father had their complete trust and it 
was never questioned. It was a learning lesson for me to know what trust really means. 
It was absolute. 
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A Question Regarding Receipts

My father’s honor was always respected and especially by those in the Policy Syndicate 
and as his son, I in turn was honored and respected by those who bestowed those 
attributes upon him. My father had sent a pad of receipts similar to what we used 
everyday at the filling station to George, the general manager of the of the auto agency 
that was the front for the Numbers Racket or Policy Wheel. Every time a customer 
purchased a new car they received 10 gallons of gas in the tank as a courtesy. These cars 
usually came in batches of 6 on a car carrier or sometimes 5. Once they arrived at the 
dealership, they were driven over in mass, 6 or 5 at a time with that many drivers along 
with the correct number of signed receipts.

One day, a young “punk” came along with the cars and he had the receipts. As he 
handed them to my father, my father counted them and he said, “I only have 5 receipts, 
and you brought in 6 cars.” The “Punk” then replied, ”Listen, old Man, you are making 
enough money, so don’t complain. Just take the 5 receipts and be happy.” After the 
“Punk” left, my father went in and called George. He said to George, “You sent over 6 
cars, correct?” George replied, “That is right.” and my father responded, “I only have 5 
receipts.” George said, “I will take care of that right away.” My father replied, “When 
you do, don’t send that smart talking Punk.” George then replied, “Don’t worry, I will 
take care of that.” When I looked up, the punk drove in and got out of his car and 
walked up to my father and said, “Mr. Crane, I am sorry that I offended you and I 
apologize for the way that I acted. Please take this receipt.” With that my father reached 
cut and took the receipt and without saying a word he gave him the sternest look that I 
have ever seen. If looks would kill, that would have been the time. That young man 
learned a lesson that day that I hoped that he never forgot. 
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How A Man Who Had Everything
Made A Teenager Feel Proud

The head of the syndicate had two sons and they were named Joe an Vic. Vic was the 
oldest and he usually talked only business. Joe acted like he had missed his teenage 
years. My father was helping me to fix up an old used car. When I say help, my father 
did most of the work and even spray-painted it. In addition, we often had members of 
the auto agency repair shop come over and work on the car. Joe would often drive in for 
gas in a brand new car and when he did he was usually accompanied by what I can only
describe as a Show Girl. Joe would get out of his car in order to examine the progress 
that was being made on fixing up my old car. As he walked around and looked, I 
pointed out the repairs, he would exclaim, “Oh,Wow!, that looks great!” And on and on 
until he had me bursting with pride. Here was a young man who had everything 
including new cars and girls and yet took the time to compliment me on my old car. He 
stepped down from his realm to make a kid feel good and I could only accept it as a 
measure of his manliness. As I grew in life, I met many people who either seek to 
demean or belittle others by overwhelming them with their worldly possessions, but not
Joe. He was what I can only describe as, “A regular Guy.” And so it was for my father 
doing business with some of the most wonderful people that I ever knew and I am 
grateful for the opportunity to have known them. 
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A used former taxi, 1946 Plymouth
My father’s artistic ability
(Top:before, Bottom:after)
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Working For My Father At His Filling Station

When I was working with my father in the filling station, he was putting in 10 and 12 
hour days. I asked him why he was working so hard and he replied, “I guess that I got it
backwards. Most people work hard when they are young in order that they can relax 
when the are old. I had my good times when I was young and now I am working hard to
make up for it.”

Another time my father told me that he always wished that he had a job sitting down. 
He got a job working at the casino where he sat down and got up every once and awhile 
to answer the door whenever someone knocked. What my father did was lift the little 
door that opens to see who was there before the heavy metal door was opened. He said 
that he did this for so long, that he began to wish for a job laying down. “So Tom,” he 
said, “it just goes to show that whatever you wish for and get, you are never happy.”
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My Respect For My Father's Friend Frank

My father had a customer named Frank who always talked with tight lips like James 
Cagney. I asked my father if Frank was as tough as he made himself out to be. My father 
said, “Do you want me to tell you how tough Frank is?” I said, “Yes, go ahead.” He went
on to tell me that one day a guy came into the casino with a gun in his hand. He yelled 
for everyone to get out and everybody did, except for Frank just sat at his table and did 
not make a move. The man turned and said, “I said everyone get out and that means you
too.” Frank continued to sit. The man then approached Frank and took his gun and 
pressed it against Frank’s temple and then cocked the trigger. With that Frank lifted up 
his shot glass and took a sip. The man started to shake and tremble and got so nervous 
that he uncocked the gun and turned and walked out. “Now,” my father said, “that is 
how tough Frank is.”

One time when my father was talking about Frank again, he told me that Frank and his 
brother ran the entire South Side Rackets except for the Policy Wheel. I was standing 
with Frank one day and we were watching my father out on the drive waiting on a 
customer. Frank turned to me and said, “You know, Tom, I don’t know if you appreciate 
what a wonderful father you have.” I turned to Frank and replied, “I do, Frank, I do.”

Frank came into the filling station one day and my father asked him, “Where have you 
been?” Frank replied, “Remember such and such?” and my father replied, “Yes, I do”. 
Then Frank went on to say, “Well, it cost me quite a few thousand dollars and 7 months 
sitting in jail waiting for my case to come up. All because that So and So was sitting in 
the Illinois State Penitentiary for 12 years and he said his conscience bothered him when 
all that he was looking for was a reduced sentence in order that he would not serve his 
full term. And what do you know?, he named me. Well, I’m out now because I was able 
to prove that I wasn’t there that night.”

After Frank left, my father told me the story. Two men got into a violent fight and one 
guy chewed off half of the other guy’s ear. He wanted revenge for his lost ear. He and a 
friend went to the mans house who chewed the ear and rang the doorbell. The man’s 
little girl answered the door and the guy asked, “Is your Daddy home?” In the 
meantime, the wife came to the door. When the man steeped out, the guy with the 
missing ear immediately shot the chewer down in front of his wife and child. When the 
police caught him and during the entire time that he was in the penitentiary, he never 
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gave the name of his accomplice until 12 years later and then he gave Frank’s name. 
Since Frank proved that he was innocent, the man went back and served his time. Not 
only did he commit a horrendous crime, but he violated a mob rule and that was to 
never include the family in any of your mob doings. It was part of the honor code. 

Frank came in another day and said to my father, “If you let me take Tom under my 
wing, I will make him a millionaire.” My father said, “that is nice of you to say, Frank, 
but I do not think that Tom wants any part of that.” There are times that I wonder if my 
father might not have given a different answer. As time went on I began to learn more 
and more about why my father needed so many white shirts as his stories about the 
casino went on. 
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Casino Capers

Half of this story was told to me by my father and the other half by my mother.

One day, my father was standing in the casino and a man ran in and threw a gun 
towards my father and yelled, “Here, Pat, take this.” My father did and immediately 
stuck it in his belt. A few minutes later the police rushed in and by the time that they 
caught the guy, he didn’t have a gun so they let him go. Later that night my mother was 
upstairs sleeping with myself and my sister in bed. All of a sudden she heard a loud 
BANG! She immediately ran down the stairs to the kitchen and saw my father sitting in 
a chair and holding a gun. All that my father said was. “Go back to bed.” Which we all 
did.
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The Big Shootout

My father told me that one day, a guy came into the casino with his head all bandaged 
and he had his hand under his coat and he asked if anybody had seen Ralph. Everybody
replied, “No.” They all knew that Ralph had beaten him up. A short time latter Ralph 
came in with his hand under his coat and asked if anybody had seen Mike. And they all 
replied, “No.” Mike was the guy with the bandaged head who Ralph had beaten up. 
Time passed and all of a sudden they all heard, bang!, bang!, bang!, bang!, bang! and the
tables and chairs and chips and drinks and cards went flying in the air and everybody 
ran out the door. They knew for sure that Ralph and Mike had met up and the shootout 
had begun. What they did not know was that since the casino windows were open in the
back because it was in the days before air-conditioning that someone threw a whole 
string of firecrackers in the window. Later on they heard singing and wouldn’t you 
know, here came Ralph and Mike staggering drunk with their arms wrapped around 
one another and singing a duet. 
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The Approaching Storm

Little did I know that storm clouds were gathering and would soon descend upon the 
men that I once knew. The Golden years that I enjoyed would also end as the ripple 
effect would cause the eventual closing of my father’s filling station. The storm came in 
the form of the Kefauver Senate Special Committee, to investigate organized crime. 
While I personally found that there is trust and honor among men, it came from those 
who I would least expect it. They were a breed or class among themselves and they 
displayed a loyalty that has become increasingly difficult to find within our modern day 
society. As they filtered through my father’s filling station to bid him fond farewell, one 
of them turned and said to me something so profound that I still remember it to this day 
and that was, “Tom, Never trust a politician.” Eventually, I was drafted into the Army 
and went to work at a major university. While I found that the medical and scientific 
staff were, for the most part, a kind and noble people, the administrative staff, with the 
exception of those few, can be as ruthless and cunning as those that the Kefauver 
Committee sought to investigate. And yet, as I look back, I realize that the time that I 
spent working with my father was the most wonderful and fulfilling of my life. I 
remembered the words of my father when he said, “judge people on an individual basis 
and not according to who or what they are, but rather according to their deeds and as to 
whether those deeds are good or bad.” When Mahatma Gandhi was in this country 
during the mid-20th Century, a member of the American Clergy asked him, “What is it 
that you are most afraid of in the world today?” “The hard-hardheartedness of the 
educated,” Gandhi replied. 
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My Father, A Very Brilliant Man

It is my opinion that my father possessed a brilliant mind. He was not only creative in 
his thought processes but critical in his thinking as well. Whenever he pursued an idea 
or a purpose, he did so with a certain tenacity or forcefulness that left no obstacle 
standing in his way and he was quick to act. He exhibited these characteristics no matter 
whether he was a gambler, a roofer or naturalist or even exhibited a lust for life as well. 
When he was forced to discard the filling station business, he turned to selling used tires
as a spin off. When the wheel sizes changed and left the market without a supply, he 
opened a restaurant that he refurbished and equipped and even worked as the primary 
cook as well. He did whatever it took to make a living and survive. After having worked
for 25 years in a major university, I came to the conclusion that had my father had the 
advantage of an advanced education, he would have been equal to or might even have 
surpassed some of the professors and scientists and doctors or even researchers that I 
had the opportunity to observe as they went about their daily tasks. It was only the 
constraints of not having a formal education that he was not able to do so. His education
came from life. He may not have had a written record of achievements, but rather his 
legacy is written in the stars. Still, it is my opinion if I were to have asked him, he 
probably would have replied, “Tom, I enjoyed my life and what more can a man want?” 
My father was never envious of another’s success, but in many cases admired others for 
their triumphs instead. If, on the other hand, someone achieved their success at the cost 
of another, my father looked upon them with utter disdain. Some see the sun rise and 
curse the coming day with dread. Some see the darkness as it approaches and fear what 
lurks within. My father often said, “Make hay while the sun shines.” or, “ It is time to get
a good nights sleep and be ready for tomorrow.” Such is the life of an honest working 
man. The most impressive thing about my father was that he loved America. He once 
said, “In America, you can be whatever you want to be or you can do whatever you 
want to do. The only thing is, you have to work for it as no one is going to give it to 
you.” He always preached the work ethic.
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Rusty’s Story 
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Rusty, 1950
(Born 1942 — Died 1957)
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A Dog To Love

After my parents divorced, my mother was only able to to rent an apartment in other 
people’s houses or apartment buildings. Because she was a single working mother, she 
often had to take in roomers to help pay the rent. She had a difficult time. Regardless of 
where we lived at the time, my father was always picking up stray dogs to bring to me, 
he had a soft heart when it came to stray dogs. The one and only dog that he owned 
when he was a boy was a little bull dog when he lived in Spring Valley, Illinois. My 
father said that the Sheriff shot him as a part of rabies control. It was standard procedure
for the Sheriff to load up his weapon and walk through the town each Spring and shoot 
strays in order to prevent the spread of rabies disease. No matter where we lived, we 
knew that keeping a dog was a short time arrangement. The situation made me yearn for
a dog to keep all the more. 
 
We were living in a brick two-flat and it was during the Christmas Season that my father
brought me a bull dog that was probably similar to the one that he once owned. My 
female cousins were staying with us and the tree was all decorated. All of a sudden I 
heard screaming and my cousins were running and jumping up on tables and chairs and
my mother and sister did so as well. I saw the dog standing in the hallway and chocking 
and gagging and frothing at the mouth. He looked like a rabid dog on the attack. All of a
sudden he vomited and out came a wad of stringed candy that he had eaten off of the 
Christmas tree. Eventually we saw an article in the newspaper about a lost dog. The 
people were called and they gave my cousins five dollars.

It was during the time that we were living in a building on 65th Street that my father had
a friend whose dog had a litter of puppies and that is how Rusty came into the world. 
after my father took me to pick up Rusty, I was overjoyed to have a dog of my own. 
Rusty was an Irish Water Spaniel and he had the most beautiful coat of fur that one 
could imagine. My mother’s friend said that it was a shame that God had wasted such 
beautiful hair on a dog and not given it to her. The building had a fenced yard and I was 
able to keep Rusty under control but one day, he disappeared. A friend of mine told me 
that he saw a sailor walking him down the street with a rope tied around Rusty’s neck. A
few days later, Rusty came back dragging a chewed rope. Unfortunately, mine and 
Rusty’s happy life would soon come to an end. The dog that I always wanted and 
learned to love would have to be given away because my mother announced that she 
and my sister and I would have to move. The three of us took up residence on 79th 
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Street in a little hotel in a small room that had a folding wall bed. In the meantime my 
mother had given Rusty away to a lady friend.

After spending a good part of the Summer in a hot sticky hotel, my mother announced 
that she found an apartment. Coincidentally, the woman who had taken Rusty said that 
he was beyond her control and wanted to know if my mother would take Rusty back. 
After spending time in what I considered Hell and without Rusty, my mother found a 
nice airy apartment on Ingleside Avenue. Rusty was back and my life was complete. The 
only problem was that we were not allowed to have animals and so we had to sneak 
Rusty in. Because we did not walk Rusty, we would simply open up the back door and 
let him run out. Rusty ranged the neighborhood and made many furry and two-legged 
friends. Then one day he came back with a cut over his eye that was so deep that I could 
see the bone. I treated it with Mercurochrome and it slowly healed. After that, I had him 
on a leash one day and he saw the janitor and it took all my strength to hold him back as
he tore back and forth and growled while the janitor kept yelling, “Keep that dog away, 
I’ll kill that dog, I’ll kill that dog.” It was after that that one of my friends told me that 
the janitor had hit Rusty with a ball peen hammer. For some reason, the situation 
resolved itself and Rusty went on with his life and returning home whenever he got 
hungry. 
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Rusty’s Close Call

One day as I left the building on Ingleside Avenue, I started walking North towards the 
boulevard which was 66th Street. The cars were streaming back and forth at a high rate 
of speed. I suddenly looked up the sidewalk and saw Rusty heading towards me from 
the opposite direction. As I reached the curb, he saw me and started to head for the 
street. I yelled at him to stop and sit, but he would not listen. As he stepped into the 
street, a car hit him and he yelped real loud. After the traffic cleared, I ran over to him as 
he was laying in the grass. When I reached him, he stood up and shook off his injury. 
With that I hugged him real close and we both walked back home. It was quite a scare. 
He was such a beautiful and loving animal. I would not know what to do if he had been 
killed and especially since he had been running towards me. I loved Rusty with my 
whole heart. 
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Rowing Rusty on the Kankakee River, 1944
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Rusty’s Story

Whenever my mother sent me to the store, I would pull my wagon and lead Rusty along
on a leash. One of the stops was on 65th Street off of Maryland Avenue and it was called 
O’Brien’s Meat Market. It had sawdust on the floor and the butchers wore heavy leather 
aprons. They were quite skilled at sharpening their knives because every so often, they 
would stop carving and sharpen them over and over again until that particular piece of 
meat was finished. It was a real sight to see them carry a half a cow from the cooler and 
throw it down on the chopping block and reduce it to slices and chunks. The market was
always crowded and for those not standing, they took their places on a long bench to 
await their turn. It was into this world that Rusty and I both entered and took our seats 
on the bench and watched and waited. Some of the customers sitting next to us would 
sometimes pat Rusty on the head. When our order was completed, the butcher would 
often throw in a bone and we would be on our way.

During some of Rusty’s forays into the neighborhood, he was picked up at least twice by 
Animal Control. We learned this by neighbors who saw them take Rusty and told us, or 
he simply went missing. Each time that we went to the City Pound, we would find Rusty
sitting in with a bunch of other dogs behind bars and he would look up at us from what 
appeared to be a bunch of fellow convicts. He would run towards the bars and wag his 
tail until the keeper released him to us. I have to admit that we were lucky because the 
condition of the Big City today is such that a dog does not last long on the streets; either 
by Animal Control or humans who have no regard for life.

Rusty’s life in the Big City was broken by those times when he went to the Kankakee 
River with us. He ranged through the woods and picked up ticks which I often had to 
remove. He delighted in chasing other animals. My father taught him how to swim in a 
fast moving current and head for the river bank so as to not be swept down stream. Like 
my father, he became a powerful swimmer.

After we returned home, I often times would ride my bicycle to my father’s filling 
station. This meant that I would cross the boulevard at 66th Street and then travel down 
to 63rd Street which was a busy shopping area with streetcars and motor vehicles and an
elevated track running overhead. It was difficult for even a human to navigate. The side 
street that I used to cross these streets was Drexel Avenue which ran north to 61st Street 
and there again that street had one streetcar track running both East and West in 
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addition to automobiles. It was a rather long route from 66th Street to 61st and Cottage 
grove Avenue where my father’s filling station was located. One day I let Rusty run 
along side of me. I did not realize that he imprinted the entire route until my father 
called me one day and said, "If you are looking for the dog, he is with me." That started a
whole new facet in his life. The routine was go to the filling station in the morning, eat 
lunch and then go home and eat dinner.

Rusty’s and my world would soon end. I was drafted into the Army and our building 
was sold and my step-father bought a house on the West Side. While I was gone my 
father took Rusty in, but he lived far from the filling station. When I returned from the 
Army, I got married and once more my father took in Rusty. One day I received a call 
that Rusty was dying. I walked in and saw a crumpled old body whose fur had faded 
and as he struggled to breathe, I wept. Rusty and I had experienced the good times as 
well as the bad together. I was not able to bury him in the ground, but instead he 
occupies a place in my heart. For you, Old Pal. 
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My father and Rusty
Greenwood Avenue, circa 1953
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Myself with Rusty at the Kankakee River woods, circa 1943
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In Honor Of Dogs And Dog Lovers Everywhere
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A True Friend

God must have known that humankind needed a true friend so He created that which 
we have come to know as a dog. Dogs come in many shapes and sizes, but they have a 
couple of things in common and that is a tail to wag and a tongue to lick a face or hand.

It does not matter if a person is rich or poor or crippled and maimed. To a dog 
everybody is the same. Its love is unequaled and forever true no matter if others might 
turn against someone for whatever reason. A dog’s loyalty always stays the same.

Whether sitting next to the fire in some hobo jungle and no matter if that person is down
and out, to a dog, that person is still the champ.

A dog often smiles and with a glint in its eyes. If a person is sometimes sad, then a dog is
sad too.

A dog has a mischievous streak and that is why it will sometimes grab a slipper and run.

It will lay next to a person on a long winter’s night if that person is alone just to keep 
that person warm. The only rewards that a dog looks for in return for its loyalty and 
companionship are a pat on the head and something to eat. Why am I telling you this, 
you might ask. Well, the simple matter is that I have been there and done that over the 
course of my years. Unfortunately my time for owning a dog are gone for whatever 
reasons and I guess that what I am saying is that whoever owns a dog should treasure it 
as if it were gold. If a person already owns a dog or has owned a dog then everything 
that I have said goes without saying as I know that you already understand. That being 
the case it is nice to know that we have a shared appreciation of dogs and I find no harm 
in putting it in words.

Some people might ask if dogs go to Heaven and this is something I cannot tell. All that I
know in my heart is that depending on the type of life a person has led, when it comes 
time for God to make a decision on where that person should spend eternity, you can bet
that a dog will be waiting for that someone even if left standing at the Gates of Hell.
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Liam and Theo

I have dedicated this poem to Lance Corporal Liam Tasker and his bomb detection dog, 
Theo, who were both killed in the line of duty while serving with the British Army in 
Afghanistan in March of 2011.

Dear Liam and Theo,

We Weep For Thee.
Born of the chaos and misery of war,
You forged a bond that only death could part.
Yours was a love that can only be shared by a master and his dog

and for those of us who understand, that love can only be joined by the heart.
The sacrifice that you made that others might live will, forevermore, be a part of life’s 
story.
We pray that you will both share in God’s eternal glory.
Rest ye well.
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A New Era
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A New Era

Coincidental with my father leaving the filling station business, I was drafted into the 
Army. As fate would have it, my background and experience in the military qualified me
to apply for and be granted a position at the very university that dominated our 
Woodlawn neighborhood. This was the very university that we sons and daughters of 
blue collar workers had, at one time, looked down upon with utter disdain and derision.
The reason being that the students and professional people who worked at the 
university did not fit into what we considered was the norm for our society or world. As 
time went on, I began to appreciate those very people who did not fit into my scheme of 
things. I began to know the meaning of keeping an open mind. In other words, I 
matured in my manner of thinking.

I held three different positions at the university based upon my progression through 
night school. I started out in the technical field and then in research. I finally ended up in
the administrative and then managerial departments. While the university helped me to 
develop my skills in formulating my thoughts and ideas, it was the research part of my 
career that brought me into contact with the basic human condition. It was there that I 
witnessed the full range of human emotions be they suffering and even death. It was 
enough to cause me to think about many of the aspects of life. While this little book has 
had its light-hearted moments, there is a serious side to it also as the reader might have 
already discovered. I feel as though it is a lot like life itself. In the final analysis, it all 
depends on how we, as individuals, deal with many of its pitfalls. I cannot say that I 
have always been successful by myself, but I have had the good fortune to have been 
raised by good parents and at the same time surrounded by those who have helped me 
through the rough spots. It is in effect a story of what I have witnessed, like many others 
have done before me, as I proceed through life . I hope that I have not only entertained, 
but, that I have provided the reader with enough examples that might, in some way, be 
helpful to them too. 
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 Myself, in the Isotope Lab at the University
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Tragedies Or Innocent Victims

Although I did not know these people personally, the duties that I performed at the 
hospital where I worked caused me to come into contact with their remains and I could 
not help but reflect upon the tragic circumstances of their deaths. I thought to myself, 
that it need not to have happened. We never know how perilous or tenuous life can 
sometimes be. We go through life unsuspecting of the dangers that lurk around us and 
we can become victims at any moment That thought or idea gives us cause to be at peace
with ourselves and those around us. There is much truth to the saying, “Tomorrow is 
never promised.” 
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Innocent Victims

I have chosen this title because people have suffered and even died because of the 
actions of others. It was a matter of happen chance that their lives eventually touched 
mine. As fate would have it, I was employed at the university that was located near the 
neighborhood where I grew up. One of the jobs that I had was as a Radioactive 
Protection Technician. This brought me into contact with some rather unique and at the 
same time sad and disturbing experiences. One of these experiences had to do with a 
friend of my mother who had a son by the name of Al.

Al was leaving work one day and someone dropped an ink well out the window of a 
high rise office building Which hit him on the head. Al spent 11 years of his life in a 
coma before he finally died. The irony is that the person who dropped the ink well 
probably never knew the damage that they inflicted upon Al. While he laid in a coma for
so many years, the person who hit Al probably went on to live a happy and productive 
life. One day as I was making my rounds through the laboratories, I happened upon a 
large jar containing a preservative liquid and a human brain. Written on the jar was Al’s 
name. When I mentioned to the neurologist that my mother knew Al’s mother he stated, 
“That was an interesting case.” 
 
One day when I was making my rounds with a Geiger Counter in order to check for 
extraneous sources of radioactive material, I opened the door to a laboratory and went in
and immediately received a reaction from my counter that something was over the limit.
I opened the door to a refrigerator and observed a number of tinfoil wrapped objects. 
When I inquired as to who managed the laboratory, I was directed to a doctor’s office, 
After speaking with him, he informed me that the packages were the wrapped bones of 
radium dial painters who had died very painful and prolonged deaths. I had stumbled 
across women who, in their prime of life, had been poisoned by an unseen and deadly 
substance while simply trying to earn a living. I could only imagine how many years 
they must have suffered and the many questions that might have had as to how or why 
this had happened to them. 
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Sacrifice For The Better Good?

Manfred was a graduate student in Nuclear Physics at the university where I had 
worked. He was one of 6 out of 200 who started the program and got as far as he did. 
Manfred set up his project in what was called the “Pit” which was the area next to the 
large cyclotron where the “beam” could be extracted for experiments. “Targets” could be
placed in the beams pathway and the reactions observed. Each graduate student was 
assigned time to complete his experiment and therefore because there was a waiting list, 
the experiment had to be completed in a reasonable amount of time. There were others 
waiting “in the wings” so to speak. Manfred slept on a cot in the research area and ate 
from the vending machines that were placed in the hallway. It was a 24 hour, 7 day per 
week operation. He had to precisely plan his project according to the characteristics or 
results that he was expecting in order to complete his thesis for his PhD in Nuclear 
Physics.

Suddenly one day he yelled out, “I got it! I got it!” Because it was evening and I was the 
only person other than Manfred working, he came running at me and said, “Come on, 
come on, I will show you.” With that he told me to look down a long tube to see a liquid 
floating in what appeared to be a glass jar at the end of a long hollow tube running into 
the cyclotron. “Look, look,” he said, “you are the only human being other than myself 
who has seen it.” What it was was the result of a nuclear reaction that produced an 
element into a liquid. “You have witnessed the end of my having devoted my entire life 
in creating or proving. My theory has now been established.”

Manfred received his Doctorate Degree and moved on to another university. It was not 
long after that I received word that Manfred had ingested a highly toxic substance while 
conducting another experiment. It was only a matter of time when he would die as 
nothing could be done to save him. 
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Why Me?

As I had mentioned in a previous article, my job at the medical center where I worked 
consisted of providing radiation protection or monitoring service in a section of the 
hospital where patients were either injected or implanted with sources of radiation to 
slow or provide palliative care for cancer patients. There was no cure. The outcome was 
always the same in that the patient eventually died. My job was to check the patient with
a radiation monitor or detection device in order to calculate the amount of time that the 
medical staff or visitors could spend next to the radioactive patient in order to limit the 
amount of radiation exposure that they received. The standard procedure was to tape a 
radioactive sign on the patient’s door with the allotted time shown. If a patient’s life was 
extended for a limited amount of time, it was considered a minor victory as life is 
precious no matter how brief. Most patients accepted their eventual fate. It was heart-
wrenching for all concerned to watch someone die.

One day I entered the room of a female patient who had once been a physical education 
instructor. She must have been a very vivacious woman full of energy and life. Now she 
was wracked with pain and suffering. One day while I was in the room the 
housekeeping lady entered and the woman was cursing her fate and asking God, “Why 
me Lord? Why could it not be somebody else?” The housekeeping lady turned and said, 
“How could you wish your suffering on someone else? Wouldn’t it be better to accept 
your ordeal and die like the woman that you are?” The woman died, but she did so with 
an acceptance rather than with a curse. That housekeeper had instilled in her the 
strength to die. 
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Following My Footsteps
Or Places Where I Had Been Before
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Deja Vu

The term deja vu (French: “already seen”, also called paramnesia) describes the 
experience of feeling that one has witnessed or experienced a new situation previously. 
The term was created by a French psychic researcher, Emile Boirac (1851-1917) in his 
book L’Avenir des sciences psychiques (The Future of Psychic Sciences), which 
expanded upon an essay he wrote while an undergraduate French concentrator at the 
University of Chicago. The experience of deja vu is usually accompanied by a 
compelling sense of familiarity, and also a sense of “eerieness,” “strangeness,” or 
“weirdness.” The “previous” experience is most frequently attributed to a dream, 
although in some cases there is a firm sense that the experience “genuinely happened” 
in the past.
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A Matter Of Deja Vu?

The university served as the focal point for not only Woodlawn but the Kenwood and 
Hyde Park neighborhoods as well. The medical center that was attached to the 
university was where my sister was born in 1926 and my mother was operated on in 
1947. My step-father died of cancer in the same medical center in 1954. Lastly, the same 
medical center saved my broken arm from amputation in early May of 1939.

My first job at the university was helping to provide radiation monitoring for a large 
atom smashing machine; that is, a cyclotron. The cyclotron was constructed right across 
the street from where Enrico Fermi had assembled first Nuclear Reactor. After a couple 
of years, I transferred to the main medical center where I provided radiation protection 
services and worked in the isotope Pharmacy where I helped to construct solid sources 
of radiation for implantation in humans as a way of treating cancer. When I completed 
my college education, I was appointed administrator for the adult clinical and research 
laboratories. Later on in 1981, I was given the assignment as Manager of the Adult 
Cardiology Laboratories.  My office was the very same room where I was hospitalized as
a patient for my broken arm in 1939. I worked in this office for almost 4 years. It was 
during those times when I worked at night that I would open the window during the 
Spring weather and relive some of the very same experiences that took place some 22 
years before. Just like then, I could smell the sweetness of newly mowed grass on the 
Midway and the soft Spring air that filtered into my room and that had helped me to 
escape from the hospital odors and environment along with the pain that I had endured 
when I was away from my home. To me, it was like a breath from Heaven and I could 
sense it all over again.

One day I looked up and saw a lady that I knew by the name of Louise walking towards 
my office and when she entered, she said, “This is my last day as I am retiring and 
collecting a few memories.” I responded by telling her that I had a few memories of my 
own. I then went on to tell her that whenever I looked out of my window, I could see the
steeple of the church that was affiliated with the school that I had once attended as a 
young boy. She asked me if I knew the Greek delicatessen that was situated on the 
corner of 65th and Maryland avenue and near the school. When I told her that was the 
store where my mother would often send me for food and that is where I bought my 
penny candy. She responded by saying that it was her uncles who owned the store and 
she worked as the candy girl. She was the young lady who once sold me candy when I 
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went to grade school!

In 1984, I lost my job at the university as part of a generalized reduction in staff for 
budgetary reasons. I eventually found work as a manager for a company that 
manufactured and sold seal coating material. That material is used to finish or seal 
asphalt. Seal coat is a by-product of coal tar. I took my father’s advice when my father 
once told me to never be afraid to get my hands dirty in order to make a living. I found 
it interesting that I had returned in some way to the trade of my Irish ancestors in that 
they were all coal miners. Also my father had worked with hot tar and pitch when he 
was a roofer. To complete the story, one of my customers said that his grandfathers had 
known my father when they worked together as roofers many years before.

I often wonder what it was that caused me to retrace footsteps over and over again. It is 
as if I never walk alone. Whenever I think about Woodlawn I remember it as a small 
town in the midst of a big city and unlike those who actually do come from small towns,
I can never return to the Woodlawn that I once knew as it no longer exists whereas some
small towns still do . Just like the lady, Louise, who had visited me on her last day of 
work at the university, the only thing that I have left is the memories that I have 
collected from times past. 
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Growing Old

I once asked my father, “How can a person know when they are growing old?” He 
answered in all of his infinite wisdom, “By the number of people you once knew who 
are no longer here.”

It is with that thought in mind that I pay tribute to all those who I once knew, loved and 
valued as a friend. As I go back in time through my memory, I renew old relationships. I 
remember many of the things that we did together, whether good or bad. I remember 
your smiles and laughter and even the unfortunate things that you might have 
experienced and because of that, the sorrow that you might have shared with me. 
Although I might not have been capable of providing you with the comfort that you 
sought, you at least confided in someone who you considered to be a friend.

Friendship goes both ways. It is a compliment to be someone’s friend. A friend is 
someone that you can trust and knows the depths of your feelings. You might have 
known me or seen me at my worst and I might have recognized your own shortcomings,
but the important thing is we still remained friends. As I think back in time, I want each 
and everyone of you to know I am grateful that I am still capable of carrying those 
memories with me because I sense that through the grand scheme of things your souls 
are still out there somewhere even though some of you no longer walk this earth. 
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In Conclusion

I truly hope that you enjoyed your visit to Pat’s Tavern because I enjoyed taking you 
there. Admittedly, much of what you witnessed or read exists in my own mind, but it 
was nice to share my thoughts with you. Even though some of the events that took place 
occurred in the distant past, those who were a part of the happenings I still see as 
shining stars that drift through the universe as their memory remains ever so bright.

Thomas J. Crane 
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References For Further Reading Regarding
The Author Of Pat’s Tavern

“The Kid From Woodlawn” Otherwise known as Tom Crane by Mr. Michael Lipkin, 
former editor of The University Of Chicago Maroon/Grey City Journal Newspaper.

Cook County Illinois Genealogy Trails, “An Informal History of Hyde Park or, Life As I 
Knew It As A Resident Of Woodlawn.” Copyright Thomas J. Crane.

“Green Is The Valley, Blue Are The Hills or The Search for My Irish and Pennsylvania 
Dutch Roots.” Copyright Thomas J. Crane

NOTE: All of these works can be read free of charge on The World Wide Web. 
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