AGLIMPSE INTO MY PAST

by Robert Lunaburg

What do pickled pigs feet,
1946, cement steps, and
summer have in common? Not
much for most, but comfort,
safety, family, and friends for
me. More on this in a minute...,

# | grew up living on the south side of Chicago in a
nineteen twenties brick bungalow near the ChicagokSyards. Chicago
was a meat packing center in those days, but isnger. What a smell! It
was really noticeable when the wind blew from tbetimeast, but | was used
to it. It didn't smell that bad to me.

| remember
summer days on
the south side -
with warm
feelings. Summer
always felt hot in ;
the city. As kids . . X

we used to dig in [ [

the black tar ! . _u
macadam which B8 ———
became soft in
the heat of the
noon day sun. It smelled of petroleum...anothedgaell. We roller skated

and played football on that street, but played bdsil and baseball in the
alley behind my house.
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There was a small grocery store about a block adgen behind an
apartment building. It was housed in a convertadggm You could buy a
big loaf of hard crusted dark rye bread for a diive.would pool our money
to buy a loaf, and sit with our backs to the gaebegns in the alley tearing
off pieces and sharing with everyone.

We had a city ritual we followed every time we weaoha friend to come out



and play. We would stand at the back of their bgdand call out for them.
You would yell, "Yoah..." and the person's nameisiially took a couple of
calls before they would come to the back door.

"Can ya come out?" I'd ask.
"I'll ask."
A minute later and we were playing together.

Don was my best friend in those days. He's passed He loved baseball.
He wanted to be a professional league pitcher. didatt happen. He was a
Cubs fan even though he lived on Chicago's sodthwhere everyone
rooted for the White Sox. | rooted for the Sox. §yhandfather was a
policeman for the Chicago police department; Serg€aoper. He was
stationed at Comiskey Park, home of the White $axh time there was a
night game. | got to see a bunch of games becdubato

We played kick the can when the sun went downaltitde and seek game
where we set an old tin can up next to a lamp westised as a goal. Its soft
white light bathed the street under it as the pergloo wadt faced the post,
eyes closed, and counted out loud to some numban'it remember now,
giving everyone else time to hide. Theerson then had to find the others,
yell out their name, and race them back to the.dbtde post was tagged
before the person found, theder, could kick the can, that person wasor
the next round. If thider kicked the can before theperson tagged the
post, thdt person had to reset the can and continue lookinthéothers.

This was life for kids in the big city, on the sbide, where Al Capone and
the worst of society pretty much ran things. Weyéweer, felt safe. Our little
community, a city block, one eighth of a mile squativided north to south
with an alley, was not part of all of that crimedanolence. We were just
families, living so close you cold hear everythewgryone was saying, and
always smiling and greeting one another when weesssh other.

Many was the early evening when my brother anduldsit with mother
on the cement stairs leading to our front door.lobften had a jar of
pickled pigs feet open which we would munch on wikting there. It was
an old German custom. Neighbors would walk overodh would offer
them some, and they would talk of family and hares. We were third



generation Germans, but our block was
wonderful eclectic mix of first and
second generation immigrants. The
Carneys came from Ireland. Old man - =
Carney, as we fondly called him, workef}~ i
for the transit authority. He drove a Re =
Rocket east and west along 63rd street
he and many other Irish heads of house
who constituted most of the CTA, :
streetcar force. S e

The Augustines, he worked downtown in an officegdi five houses south
of us. They had a car. Son Charlie didn’t like $padde read a lot. We
thought he was kind of weird. Then there was SeaceJunior. They were a
year older than me, and palled around togetherBrbsseaus and the
McDowells lived across the street. Don Brosseaumwabest friend, and Ed
McDowell was in high school. He would talk with lit he really was too
old to pal around with grade school kids.

Old man Zimmerman lived next to us. He must hawenle least six
hundred years old, and grew grouchier with each yida had a small patch
of grass next to his door steps. It was green asid &nd always cut just so
high, perfectly level everywhere. | remember ongetwhen Don and |
thought that piece of plush green was just the mpedect place to play
mumblety-peg with our pocket knives. We hadn’t baertt long when old
man Zimmerman came out and
announced we were Killing his lawn, [
and he was going to call the police. | |}
stayed out of his way for a long time |
after that. Who knew what an out of
control 600 year old man was capab
of doing to a kid. | wasn’'t about to
find out. Mom said we were wrong tc
do what we did. | believed her, but ¢ - ‘—-?‘
really didn’t understand why until = el
many years later when | had a lawn of

my own. Green grass tops and roots don't fare wiein cut asunder by a
pocket knife.

We slept with all the windows open in the summey.dAd made screens for



them to keep the bugs out, but the breezes, whegncime, were always
welcome. | used to fall asleep listening to theshanelody of those
streetcars as they lumbered by on steel trackdanat the distance. That,
and the lonely sound of steam engine whistledieg thugged past each
little road, were music to my ears in the night.

Today, some sixty years later, no one sits outdntfeating pickled pigs feet
in my neighborhood; not even me. It's been so leinge | had one, | doubt
it would even taste good now. Our neighborhoodiiechwith lots of
wonderful people, but they are much too busy te take to stroll and talk
of an evening. The kids all play organized spamsl even though we live in
a suburb of a city now, we lock the doors and wamslat night. Somehow
the TV has taught us that crime lurks everywhereoNe is safe. Anyone
can be the victim of some senseless crime at amg. tNight sounds now are
those from tree frogs and grasshoppers. No oneswlaatoise from street
cars and steam locomotives interrupting their slelpv sad.

If my culture is meant to protect me from harm, adéfinitely live within a
different culture than before, | guess it’s workihgo feel safe, but it's not
the same as | remember it was as a youth.

I've gone back to the old neighborhood on sevetahsions and found that
now it is totally different than it was back thdrne little store is gone. No
more dark rye bread with steel hard crust. Andhihiesing is much smaller
looking than | remember, and very run down. Theesr® lamp posts, just
mile high red sodium lights thrust upon the tog@osote wood posts.

Time and circumstance have taken much of my eatlyie@ away from me
forever, and | miss it, but safety and securityséhdays demands new
practices, new rituals, new ways of interminglinghweople. These now
are the things young people will cherish in thears to come.

| guess the question really boils down to this, fetiprovides the most
comfort, pickled pigs feet, or the Xbox?”



