                                                        EYEDONNO

"What do you wanna do  when you grow up", Uncle Wendell asked.
"I dunno" was my 10-year-old response.

"Well, you better go to College, Do you want to work like a dog, like your Dad?"

                                      My Uncle Wendell was a kind man…  
Uncle Wendell, Uncle Archie.  The Old Spice and Brylcreem Boys… That is how I remember them.  Middle children of the 13 children, brought into this world by Karol and Ludmilla.  Heck, in a family of 13 , everyone was a middle child!!!!. Ludmilla and Karol lost two children through death before they returned from the Austrian-Hungarian Empire in 1906.

   These two brothers, I affectionately call the “lost boys of O’Drobinak clan”. Alternately, Wendell and Archie occupied the front bedroom at the ancestral home at Center Street. That sanctuary for these Uncles, was off limits to the children when we visited the “Center”. 

           Archie (Arthur) was the older “lost boy”. We cousins thought of him as different from the family. A man, not of few words, but of a staccato style of speech, was a bachelor for his entire life. He worked in the Sanitation Department of the City of Whiting. (We cousins knew him as the “garbage man”). He was always of good cheer. His W.C. Field’s approach towards us was appealing to us. A few quarters separated from his pockets to us helped to increase his popularity at Christmas. His lazy eye, his intoxicating Old Spice odor and obvious stomach bulge would be a lifetime identifier. The constant oil seeping from his ear and the cotton swab often seen in his ear was the result of trauma from his youth.

           Karol was not an easy father. His hysteric devotion to his faith and his precarious economic environment caused him to lash out often towards his boys. He was a proud man, having left a prestigious position in the Court of Franz Josef (he was what we would call a lawn care maintenance man). Life was different back then. What we dismiss, today, rightfully, as child abuse was a daily trial of existence in a family of 13. Karol, would sometimes use a two-by-four to discipline his boys in an effort to make them behave. When the Uncles would return from the service in the armed forces, they resented, highly, their father for his disciplinary behavior. A number of these brothers refused to visit their father to the day he died in 1942. But, to a person, they were devoted to Ludmilla , their mother to the day she died in 1953 (I may be mistaken, but Louie, Archie, Wendell,  Emil, Joe all served our country, all returning safely to Whiting).   

Gene Palarcik stepped outside the lunch area to have a smoke. Hell, he thought, this job is just killing me. As he took a long drag on his cigarette. He stomped it out just as his friend, Andy sidled up next to him.

   Looking across the field, Andy noticed a short little man cleaning his wheel barrow.

"Gene, look at Karol over there", noticed Andy

"Yeah, that is some trochu hovno (little shit)",replied Gene. "He came here twice, to only end up working a boiler-maker's job here at Standard, Ole man Rockefeller just loves guys like him"

Andy remarked, "Yeah, they say he had a pretty impressive position on the grounds on the palace of the Austrian emperor. Thought he would strike it rich here only to find out it ain't easy". Karol just finished cleaning the wheel barrow and sat down for a minute.

"Yeah, what does he do? Goes back with a wife to Slovakia in 1902 thinking he would regain his position." continued Gene." What a fool , 4 years later he is back here in America to stay". 

     At this time the boiler-maker's lunch time started. Karol just sat on the ground and opened his lunch, eating and enjoying that great 1920 June sun.

"Did you know that somár (donkey) has birthed 11 times? For Chrissakes , his wife, Ludmilla, is 18 years younger than him. A hard working broodmare, don't you think?"

Andy added, " And to think he is such a religious fanatic. Why I saw him walking home drunk from the Cafe, I live on Center St. He is so god-darned holy, he even crossed himself when he passed the Croation Orthodox church down from his house, and he is a Roman Catholic, the pope would be angry"

  Gene chuckled, "He did have many problems with his children. They say he lost two children while they were in Austria and the trip back over. Then , their 3rd child ,Theresa (my Mom), was very sickly." Gene had to admit,"The way he cared for Theresa was very good"

  At this time, the break was over Gene and Andy went dutifully back to their tasks.

 That same whistle signaled Karol it was his lunch break ...

    In the meantime, Karol, stretched out  on the grass ouside the shop,opened the lunch Ludmilla prepared  and contemplated his life. 'Why, why did I ever leave Slovakia in the first place.'  Well, I can't do anything about that now. This boiler-maker's job

is at least feeding my family. Ludmilla was a good choice of mate, he thought. He vowed as he had vowed so many times before to treat her better. Unfortunately, this was seldom the case.  Now, realized he was hard on his children, but he felt that was the only way, the way a devout man should raise them.

'I work like a dog, so they could live, that should be enough.' Yet he thought is it?...

    You, see, Karol was like so many of those men and women who came from the “Old Country”. Hard, brutal lives were witnessed by these people. These eastern European people were under the thumb of a Feudal and Aristocratic elites. For over a thousand years, generations of these folks bore under servile lives. The solace of the Church was small compensate for their lives of squalor. Their hope that the next life held their gaze.  It is no doubt the message of Jesus buoyed their lives.  

    Those who ventured from that small world, were a hardy stock. It could be observed that Darwin’s theory of survival of the species seemed to be at work with these immigrants. They were the strongest of their generation

     Karol was an example of this species. He left a prestigious job within the Austria-Hungarian Empire, under Emperor Franz Josef.  He traveled to America about 1902. He met and married Ludmilla, 18 years his junior. At 37, he had seen much of this world. His decision to marry a woman 18 years his junior says something about his character. He probably was socially insecure, keeping to himself most of his earlier, youthful days. Further speculation may be made that his “wild oats” days may have been something he regretted. Karol searched and found comfort in the strict Catholic dogma, a dogma he would manipulate to control his environment around him for the balance of his life. Having father 12 children must have weighed heavily on the man of small frame. Being a short man in the machismo era of that times, must have further worked deleterious  wonders on his persona.

   He fathered two children while here in America. Disillusioned, he gathered his young wife and children and returned to Slovakia. He hoped to reclaim his earlier success. What happened there, is buried in the mists of the past. I can surmise he returned back to America around 1906, after losing two of his children through  early death, one while making the return trip to America.

   He eventually settled in Whiting, Indiana. His final employment was with the Standard Oil Corporation. This corporation would serve as the mainstay of the O’Drobinak family for 70+ years. His short stature, that made it difficult to find social peace, was an asset as a boilermaker

   Karol would bicycle or walk to work every day, as he lived only blocks away from the plant. He would spend his hours, crawling in relatively small, cramped areas within the steam boilers that provided the power to crack oil into petroleum. The boilers and kilns needed the bricks that resided within to be replaced regularly, due to the intense heat they maintained.  Hard, brutal, exhausting work, but it paid a wage that allowed him to sustain his large family of 10.

  As Karol reurned from his break, he had know way of knowing that, because of his efforts, 10 children w ill grow to be part of the “Greatest Generation”. Four of his children  would go on to serve our country in World War II. The thirty plus grandchildren became teachers, lawyers and nurses and many responsible positions in societ. Their children, my first cousins once removed  are too numerous to mention. Any person having O’Drobinak blood, have that man to thank’

  As the  lunch whistle blew, signaling a return to work, Karol would never know what his life meant for us all…

          But Uncle Archie had put these traumas behind him, as he dealt with his nephews and nieces. We loved his cigar-chomping, unctuous personality. Mr. Brylcream loved us and treated us with an avuncular delight.  He would move to a store front apartment on 119th in the late fifties. Often times you would see Uncle Archie sunning himself on his bench in front of his domicile.  As a matter of fact, Sonny and I would wait until he trundled off to Café Roosevelt so we could peruse his library of “Adult reading material”, mostly pictorial, because we were not avid readers. No boy at that age (13) was. Thank you, Archie for all you did , including our 1950’s sex education.  I guess I was the slow learner, because Sonny went on to father three wonderful children, and I, at 70 am still a virgin (HA!!!).

         Wendell, the quiet. sophisticated younger brother of the team, OSB BOYS (The Old spice and Brylcreem Boys). His quiet demeanor was a welcome change from the frenetic, bi-polar behavior of the O’drobinak Family.  When we were in line for Confirmation within the Catholic Church, it was a tradition to choose a sponsor for the sacrament. We would choose carefully… A new watch or some folding money was always a welcome addition to our lifestyles.  A prime candidate would be something like Charlie (a relatively wealthy man by the family’s standards), single, unattached men such as Archie and Wendell (Uncle Beano. Does anyone know why he was given this nickname?)  were also prime candidates. I went with Uncle Charles and got my watch and a dinner at Teibel’s Steak House….

        Wendell stayed unattached until his late 30’s. He married a woman, seemingly boring by O’Drobinak family standards. Aunt Marcia seemed nice, but you were always on your best behavior when we visited their home, owned by Marcia’s mother, four doors done from the Chruby’s in East Chicago. The Chruby’s were the family sired by Barney and Justina (Aunt Teeny).

        To his dying day, Wendell lived with his wife and her mother. Sadly, Wendell, died of poisoning of his syste , dying much too soon , in his late fifties. His lifetime work at the Standard Oil Chemical Department was his undoing. His constant contact with petroleum products resulted in a cancer taking his life. He died, childless. However, his good heart was a final testament to his goodness, when Aunt Marica bequeathed $500 dollars to each of his 26 nieces and nephews. That money arrived at a critical time in my family’s experience.  I can never say enough to Wendel and Marcia’s generosity.

    Uncle Wendell was right, my Dad did work like a dog . 12 years in a brutal labor , gang , five years driving a forklift in all types of weather.15 years filling barrels, standing there , mind numbed, feeling the toll of years of hard labor on his back, constantly aching from a childhood injury.
    Joe thought he would show off to his friends and dived into a pond thinking the twelve foot waters would refresh him. Sorry, Czajk you should have measured the 6 feet that were missing from the depths. Crunch, he felt paralyzed, as he rose to the surface. His friends got him out of the water. He laid there for 15 minutes. Whew!!! he begin feeling his feet again. He could walk home. 
"Joseph, dlaczego tak się kończysz? (Joseph, why do you limp so?)", Pauline spyed as Joe walked through the door 

"To nic nie, zgrzytałem palcem (I just stubbed my toe")
But, he would never complain to Pauline(my grandma) about anything... EVER.

Talk about working like a dog, Joe knew how hard she worked raising a family of 6 alone in 1928

    These were the thoughts Joe had while filling the 300,000 thousand barrels he would fill and seal for 15 years, before he had his smoker(retirement party) and the fake gold watch he would wear to his last day.  Boy did his now arthritic back kill him.
True Story:***
"So let me understand you", said the TA, my student advisor, in the Social Science department of the University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana campus in 1971, "you have currently been working toward a pre-law degree in History and Poli-Sci, and you are no longer enchanted with going further to go to law school,right?"
"Yes", I replied, "after taking an international law class in a stuffy, overcrowded classroom with a professor who was at least 150 years old(boy, that tenure thing sounds neat, heh?)', I continued," I thought I would take a History of Law class this semester with a very popular young professor suggested by my friend . He was right, this professor was great, I loved the history part, but all the other students were manic about the law part. I was bored out of my gourd. I don't think the law is for me."

"Well what do you wish to do" Flashing back to my 10 year-old conversation... "What do you wanna do when you grow up", Uncle Wendell asked.

"I dunno"

  I almost said the said thing, but I caught myself.

"Well, I thought I want to get my degree and teach American History, I love that..."

" No, no  that would not be a good suggestion. You see 20 years from now, they will no longer be teaching History in school"

   Wow, what he just say? Remember this is 1971.  I had years of American History in my past. These were some of my greatest joys of my education.
 "No", continued my young TA," It will be replaced by Social Studies which combines(dilutes, in my opinion), history and sociology". He continued, " What I would suggest is , if you want to teach, learn Spanish, there will be many opportunities there."

Spanish...? What the hell?  I thanked him for his advice, scratching my head about what he said.  It would years after when I moved on from teaching that the picture became clear.  The Immigration Reform Act was passed in 1965(Thanks, Ted, Thanks John), paving the way for increased immigration, especially to our southern neighbors.  Changes were already afoot in the school systems to incorporate Social Studies and remove straight history.

    You see, we get 3 score and ten, but the "SOCIETY PLANNERS" get 100's of years to plot a path forward.

***
                                                EYEDONNO Part 2

    But, to me a 21 year-old impending college graduate, it flew passed me. I had other decisions to make.
     At Christmas time, we had our traditional family , Slovak Passover-type meal. The one old world tradition I  carried over into my Washington family.  Sister Martin , a dear friend of my  sister, now formally Sister Joseph Bernard (she took the first two names of Czajk, they wouldn't have abided by Sister Czajk!) was celebrating Christmas Eve with us.

    If anyone wonders why I am still a Catholic, it isn’t that I loved the smell of incense in the morning.  It wasn’t because I liked fish on Friday.( which we seldom had , because Czajk used to like weird foods, like potato pancakes or potato soup or potato anything his Polish roots dictated his preference for the national…) One only has to look at this Saint . Sister Martin came from a broken home.  She was perhaps the most impressive person I had ever met. Her quiet demeanor, patient and contagious humility belied her strong comment to fairness and generosity. I had the honor of teaching for her at Sacred Heart, Fort Wayne, Indiana. The 3 years she was my principal were the finest of my 18 year teaching career.
  After that traditional Slovak meal on Christmas Eve, after the dishes were washed by Tessie's automatic dishwashers: Janet, Carol, Joey and me.  Being the runt of the litter, I was to do anything the others wanted me to do. Indeed I did do the do they determined, you didn’t mess with this syndicate.

                        Sister Martin turned to me and asked…
"What do you wanna do when you  finish your Senior year?(loosely translated grow up"

"I Donno", was my classic answer.
You see I just had become engaged to a girl, Linda that day.  You see, I had it in my head that I would be engaged by Christmas. What is wrong with this guy you may be asking yourself? Well , all I can say is  "I Donno what I was thinking"
" I was thinking of moving to St. Paul(Minn), Linda goes to art school there. I might just get a job, or maybe try to teach"

" Well, Paul, we are looking for a 6th grade teacher at our school", commented Sr. 
Martin,
 "if you want to give us a try, let me know before April 1st, that's the deadline."

"Thanks, Martin, but I am gonna get married and I don't think Linda was thinking Indiana".

Well, I was a cocksured 21 year old who just knew I would marry Linda, someday.

    I never was good at reading the seams of the fast ball life was throwing at me. Linda was a very pretty, tall, lithe blond girl , two years my junior. I should have known that my days with Linda were numbered, when her father, who despised me,(in my defense, what father doesn’t despise the guy wanting to despoil their little girl) once described us a couple as a perfect 10. She was the one and I was the zero. Laughing at his own joke, I thought he meant because she was thin and tall and I was “stockier”. I know, now, he meant a zero in terms of my prospects.

   Returning to Champaign-Urbana for my final semester, I failed to ask the only who held the answer to Martin's question.... Linda, my fiance.
    …It was my last Spring Break. No Florida for me.  I HAD A GIRLFRIEND !!! NO, A FIANCE !!!

]  Here I am engaged to a girl 600 miles away. It wasn’t but two years ago I was 400 miles away from Gail. I dreaded the future. In two years ,who knows’ it could be 1000 miles.
   Flash forward to March 26, 1972, the beginning of my Spring Break, I decided to drive to ST. Paul, from Champaign. This was a 600 mile trek. I left very early in the morning, dreaming of holding my Linda in my tired arms late that evening. This will make  it all worth while.   Yeah!
    You see, keeping a girlfriend was a full time occupation for me. Some guys play sports in their youth. Others work part-time jobs, me I worked at getting girls to spend time with me.  I had that Joe Czajkowski (Pops) curse. We had little game when it came to meeting girls. Venturing far for unrequited love was my life’s curse.. One latr girlfiend, after my marriage , when she spied me in a bar thought I way gay. She said, “I tried to get your attention, but you seemed oblivious”. Oblivious, hell when I was ou on the lookout,I was a nervous wreck. I had the worst pick up lines. When I first met my wife, Teresa, my first words were at a campfire, “Why don’t you have a beer and loosen up”. What a schmooze I was. Little did I know her former husband  drank beer , and she hated it and him. In the 21 years of our relationship I never saw her drink a beer.  Man, I was the king of pick-up lines.
Case in point:

       In the 7th grade, Bob Kent and I were inseparable, we were the closest of friends. He liked Kathy that year. When he moved to California that summer, it fell to me to pursue my ardor towards Kathy, a bookish co-ed in our class of 52 students under the tutelage of a kindly Sr. Lawrence.  I walked my first girlfriend home, often, carrying her books, 2 miles(seemed like 10). All I got for maybe 20 trips was my first kiss on Kathy's front porch, only to be interrupted by her father, in my mind’s eye, beaming victoriously at me , knowing he had beaten the Hun from his door, and saved his daughters honor!!!

 "Kathy, I think you need to come in now...". Kathy demurred and obediently went inside. 
My second and last kiss with Kathy came underwater at Lan-Oak Pool that summer.  I road my tubed bike home in a glow that day.
      Then there was the love of my youth, Gail. On the first day of Junior year. My buddy, Alex  and I were walking toward our bus stop. Tagging along, making Al nervous was, this cute co-ed. She had gone out with Al that summer. She was smitten by him. Unfortunately, Al was UNSMITTENED by her. I quickly asked if he was interested in her. He said "definitely not!". I wasted no time, By the next block, I asked her to the football game on Friday, she said yes. She became my girl proto-type for the rest of my life. With few exceptions I would be attracted to pretty, brunette girls. Was it my pre-adolescent obsession with Angela Cartwright of the Danny Thomas Show? Only deep and difficult therapy could answer that. Good luck, Doc, on cracking this nut.
  This was happy time for me, we dated for three years. Yet , I had  to carry on a 400 mile  relationship with Gail, my freshman year at St. Mary's Winona, Minn.  This was much farther than the two miles I would schlepp Kathy’s books for her. This friendship soured , much through my fault, so that by the beginning of my Sophmore college year, I was single again. If anyone is interested , there will be much more about this part of my life.
For my Junior year in college, I transferred to Champaign-Urbana, Illinois. At least, if I found a new love, it would be , at least close to home. No more carrying books or having to maintain an Indiana to Minnesota relationship. No siree, no more long distance relationships for me. (Remember , I have never been able to read the seams on the fastball of life
"Hey, Paul", Sandy queried, " I have a friend named Linda who is willing to go out this friday on a double date." Sandy was the love of my good friend Mike's life. He would go on to marry Sandy Two years later. They are still together this day, celebrating 48 years of marriage. The reside in Arizona.
We had this strange inter-marriage situation arise. You see, Sandy was the younger sister of our mutual friend, Rich. Who dates kid sisters of our buddies?  It was a Brave New World. So, what do I do? Of course I accepted the date, partly because Sandy was tired of dealing with this third wheel. So the next weekend, we double dated. I liked Linda  a whole lot. Pretty, tall and lithe. I fell for her. The only blond I would fall for in my life.e
"Linda, what will you do after school?"( I was hoping "I Donno".). But what came next wash a two-year sentence with visiting rights.

" I going to St. Paul School of Art(Minn)"

   I transferred to Illinois, primarily to avoid a  difficult 400 mile relationship.  Now I am going to have a 600 mile love connection!!!  Ouch. 

Three years passed and here I was, driving the 600 miles to St Paul to see Linda. I arrived  late in the evening. I was greeted, coolly, by my fiance.  She was always sanguine, but even I noticed a heaviness not usually in evidence. Linda was a quiet but pleasantgirl. Now she seemed sad.

After an embrace, a gentle kiss, I made the  fatal mistake of being the observant boyfriend.

After 15 minutes, of small talk I asked,"What's wrong, Linda, you do not seem happy"

"There's something, I have got to tell you",she continued, " I met this guy, John in one of may classes. I found myself accepting a date with him a month ago. Well, we went out and I have gotten invloved with him. We have been dating for three weeks"
"Do you like him and want to continue ?"  I was hoping the answer would not be yes.

"Yes, You can spend the night on the couch if you would like, I know it was a long drive".
 I swallowed so hard I hurt  my face, a 12 hour drive, the ending of an engagement, the loss of a two year relationship.... What did I do? Well, let me first tell you what I DID NOT do.

(In my squirrel cage mind)

.... 'Oh, thanks for callin me. It would have taken 50 cents to call me when you dated him. It cost me $20.00 in cash to drive here!!!, You loony !!! I slammed my fist into the wall...You knew I was coming ? why did you not tell me? What am I chopped liver?

Well, that is what I DID NOT Do…
What I did do was, talk for 30 minutes more, said a final farewell to Linda, got back in my car and drove the 600 miles that night and next day to University of Illinois.

ON the 31st of March, I called Sister Martin,"Do you still have that job open?". I told her a sanitized version of the events of the last two days. She said" Yes".  As I hung up the phone, I was reflecting on some of the final words of my last conversation with Linda .

 "What do you wanna do when you get home( grow up)", Linda asked.

"I dunno"
"Teach, I guess"
