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Perpetual Motion


To My Grandchildren

Whether we know it or not we have reasons to write,
History was founded on this.
For my grandchildren’s lore,
My words are preserved,
The stories that no one should miss.

The teachings I’ve penned,
The life lessons I’ve learned,
Given freely—all wrapped in a wish,
Scribed in a way that comes from my heart,
All bound and sealed with a kiss.

Leena Catherine-Anne, Noelle Mary-Anne, Lochlan Shaun, Mila Yasmin, and Sloane Mara, you are my inspiration and guiding light each and every day. I wish you love and bliss.

Forever,

Papa


Introduction

Heirlooms we don’t have in our family. 
But stories we’ve got. —Rose Cherin

We humans are given a gift that the many bountiful creatures we share this planet with don’t get—we have the ability to pass down stories—to record events—to document—to snap photographs, and to put words to paper. We have the ability to pass down family histories, legends, lies, and folklore. We can record what has happened—or at least our various interpretations of those moments. We can do it in a very no-nonsense, clinical way—or we can do it with flair, pizzazz, and pop.

We have that gift.

For centuries upon centuries, we have used that gift. Dates etched in dust-covered notebooks. Old and yellowed photographs with curled edges, tucked into albums that are then tucked into shelves or boxes—often forgotten about but occasionally pulled out and shared over smiles and a splash of a treasured fiery liquid. Scrolls, tablets, and Word documents. Stories shared around campfires, and kitchen tables. History, passed from one person to another—one generation to another.

Proof of our existence.

What is shared, in whatever form it is shared, has importance. The ability to know where we, collectively, come from—is paramount. It gives meaning to a life—a series of seemingly endless and scattered moments. It can help string these moments together and give a person a sense of collective identity. It can help us know who we are and where we came from.

One of the problems with lives lived however, is that they happen in but a flash. Time is a pool with endless depths, and the ripples we make as individual humans barely make a tremor in the infinite mass. Many tremors occur, slowly dissipate into smaller and smaller vibrations, and eventually fade—with little proof that the event ever happened.

The thought of a life passing without some degree of recording who that person was—what they liked, where and how they lived, what they were proud of, and what made them laugh—has always bothered me. There are too many entries in my own family tree that are nothing more than two simple dates. X was born on this date. X died on this date.

Start and finish.

But what about the in-between? Isn’t that the most important? Isn’t that the delicious bit of our existence? The apple pie filling?

Fortunately, we have people in this world who understand the importance of capturing story, presence, and life—people that understand words and memories matter. Dana Pitts is one of them, walking the world with a sparkle in his eye, and a passion for the beautiful nuances of experience that time and place offer each and every one of us. I’ve known Dana for the better part of two decades, and as much as I thought I knew who Dana was, I, of course, didn’t know his fuller story. His collection of happenstances. The bits and pieces that give way to personality, and the external-facing presentation of who he is. I’ve known him as a fun-loving, kind, and helpful man. A friend. Although I knew, of course, that he must have endured struggle, as all humans do, he doesn’t present himself with any degree of “poor me.” Rather, he presents himself as a lover of life, with a mischievous glint, and a passion for his many hobbies, friends, and family. There’s something special, for me, in piecing together the fragments that have made Dana who he is. There’s something special in learning about someone’s story.

Dana writes with an eye for detail and an obvious zest for life. He embraces his own narrative and is unapologetic in the telling of it. He tells of his follies and his life lessons. Moments of sadness, moments of regret, and moments of magic.

This book stands as a testament to the power of stories. Dana realizes the importance of capturing moments—both big and small—in figuring out not only his own history but the greater timeline of those family and friends around him. He has researched dates, sought out the missing gaps in his own (incredible) memory, and added colour and polish to the existence of his loved ones—all carefully documented through this autobiography. This is the work of a self-described “history buff,” and Perpetual Motion will take a proud place on, not only the shelves of his own very large family, but on the shelves of those who have been blessed with a copy. It’s a personal record, and it’s the whole apple pie.

His memories recount everything from relatable and regrettable youth (freezing his tongue to schoolyard steel), the contradictory lightness and weight of young romance, his love of music, tales of petty theft, and eventual redemption as a firefighter, bravely putting himself in danger where many others would walk away. He recounts, with obvious love, stories of his children and grandchildren. How he navigated career and loss. A sometimes nomadic existence. Retirement and hobbies. In short, this is a tapestry—with many fine threads.

I have a memory of Dana that I love—one that speaks to his tenacity. I know Dana most intimately from his relatively new rediscovery of photography. A workshop that he took with me in Cape Breton sparked an eventual friendship. This workshop led to others, and in time, I found myself in Scotland with Dana, wandering around the idyllic beauty of the Isle of Skye. We had a group hike planned to a famous attraction called The Old Man of Storr—a towering pinnacle of imposing basalt rock up a steady and strenuous incline.

Dana wasn’t the best physically, that day. He was coming off injury and the long road of recovery, but he was determined to complete the hike. After a collective effort to ascend the large hill leading up to the “Old Man,” I wandered around checking in on the various workshop participants. Eventually, I happened upon Dana sitting on a rock. Despite his obvious pain—which I had witnessed throughout the hike, he was sitting there with a smile and a faraway look in his eyes. “I did it,” he said. I was the only one in the vicinity—but he wasn’t talking to me. He was celebrating, for himself.

Yes, Dana, you did. Just as you did this—this beautiful retelling of your life. You should be proud, not only of these words, but knowing you might inspire others to do the same—so they may capture and document their own story.

We are more than dates of creation and expiration. We live lives full of good and bad, joy and pain, triumphs and setbacks, laughter, tears, and beauty—even in the struggles. Knowing more about the lives that are important to us—whether it be a friend, a family member, or a stranger—can only make us richer. Stories make us richer. I know you’ll enjoy this one.

Dave


Preface

It was in the early days of winter, that January of 2018. A cold blast of Arctic air enveloped me like an invisible tsunami. I was still in the Great White North, just over the Canada/USA border, house-sitting for some friends while they suffered through another extended heat wave at their vacation home in South Florida. The winter before, I had experienced the same, spending six months in the southern sunshine, so I knew of what hardships they would endure. I also knew it was time. I had been procrastinating the fulfillment of a dream for several months, and now having the time and the space to scratch that itch, I pressed the power button on my laptop. Given the convergence of my current living arrangements, no urge to leave the den, and bathed in the warmth of the glowing fire, it seemed like the right moment to begin my story.

So, how did I get here? Truth be known, I have contemplated many times in the past few years about the way seemingly ordinary events—big and small—shape the eventual path we travel, and how those twists and turns create a legacy, defining one’s existence. Throughout this book, you will be introduced to many of those incidents and events—seemingly random at first, but in the end uniting to define a life only I had the privilege to live—a journey only I had the privilege to take, and memories only I had the privilege to make.

During many conversations with my siblings, we talked about wishing our grandparents—and for that matter our parents—had written down snippets of their lives so we could better understand the history of our clan. Yes, we talked to them about it, and yes, some of it was haphazardly recorded, but if I really thought about it, did I ever ask them what their favourite song was? And if they did tell me, why couldn’t I remember the reasons it was so special to them. Get the picture?

So, before we go any further, my favourite song is “Time of the Season” by the British rock band, The Zombies—released in 1968. It just brings back great memories of youthful experiences.

Being a history buff, and knowing how important the yesteryear record is to future generations, the reason for penning my biography became clear. My friends and family—especially my grandchildren—would not be denied the chronicles of my time spent on this planet. I knew I had a story to tell, and if what I had to say truly was to become my legacy, then something needed to be done about it now. I was definitely going to scratch that itch.

As I wrote, I realized I had so much more to say. It soon became a labour of love. I have included—among many other things—intimate details of how local influences, coupled with world events, shaped me while growing up in the last half of the twentieth century and beyond. All of this was carefully written with a smattering of the history behind the words, and the many lessons I’ve learned included for good measure. The end result—you will witness—is a time capsule of my life in perpetual motion.

So, for all of you about to embark on this journey with me, welcome! If you didn’t know me before, you certainly will soon understand why my book title is so apropos. For those who think they know me, there is much to be learned. Either way, you’re in for a ride!

And now—being so fortunate to have completed my passion project, I want you to sit back and enjoy the shenanigans as described herein. Who knows, some of you just might see your name in print!

I know our leisure time is precious, and I hope each of you reading my story finds value in the time you have committed to discovering a little about me. I certainly value the effort it took to pen this book. I derived so much enjoyment writing it for you by keeping it all as real as my memory serves. Where questions become inevitable, it will be up to you—if interested—to delve into further research.

Dana

Currently–Milford, Nova Scotia


PART 1


1. Off to a Shaky Start: A Premature Departure Averted

Neil Alden Armstrong was born in Wapakoneta, OH on August 5th, 1930. He would celebrate his twenty-sixth birthday on the day I was born. Mr. Armstrong would go on to become the very first human to set foot on another planetary body—the moon—in July of 1969. He was, at that time, thirty-eight years old, and the most famous person born on that date. I believe he still is.

I, on the other hand—Dana Augustine Pitts—came into this world on a cloudless Sunday morning, August 5th, 1956, the fourth child of my parents, Helen Marie Boyle and Maurice Bernard Pitts. It was at Saint Martha’s Hospital in Antigonish, Nova Scotia at about 9:30 a.m. that Mom and Dad’s family of five grew by one more. My older siblings, Barbara Lorraine, Karen Ann, and my big brother, Brian Gregory were just toddlers at the time. My grand entrance gave Mom and Dad four children under the age of five. Little did anyone know at the time, there would be many more mouths to feed by the time their childbearing days were over! Later chapters will attest to that.

By all accounts and according to my family, I was a happy child. Certainly for me, it was a carefree time living with my siblings in Tracadie, NS in a little white house overlooking Tracadie Harbour. Dad’s Place—as it has become known—was constructed solely by his tireless hands, high on a hill adjacent to his parents’ homestead. Often, he would tell us he picked this spot for the beautiful vistas which surrounded the property. At the time of my arrival, the house was not yet complete—there was no running water and no washroom in our little mansion on the hill. The outhouse would serve its one and only purpose for several months to come, as the space intended for the indoor facilities was being utilized as a small bedroom for me.

Dad’s mother and father were Rose and Martin Pitts. We called them Nanny and Gampy. They lived a stone’s throw from us, just across the meadow. My grandparents, so active in their youth, seemed to be always on the go. Stories of them tap dancing the night away, or enjoying some ten-pin bowling, showed us their enthusiasm for life. I remember in later years they were always dressed in their finest—Nanny in a floral, three-quarter-length dress, and Gampy in his dark suit and tie, his black dress shoes shining so bright we could use them as a mirror.

I have no recollection of those early times, being just a baby, but in the years that followed, I have many memories of staying at their house over the course of different summers—the wild blueberry patches up the hill and the cherry trees in the orchard out front of the house, both fruits turned into delicious pies. The fish/meat monger pulling into the driveway every Saturday morning—a selection of fresh seafood or chunks of beef at the ready—we ate well.

Nanny was as fine a baker as there ever was—making bread, buttermilk biscuits, and many delicious desserts every day. She would stand at the kitchen counter, open the giant built-in flour bin, scoop the freshly milled flour onto her work surface, and get to work on so many scrumptious treats. Gampy was a conductor on the railroad his whole life until he passed away from cancer at the age of sixty-three.

But I digress. It didn’t take long before I was no longer the baby. A year after my arrival, and shortly after the water closet was completed, little sister Joan Marie was born in August of 1957. She added so much more love and happiness to our growing brood. This poor child—as the truth comes out—would eventually be the recipient of some roughhousing by yours truly. I’m so sorry, Joan (this being the first of many written apologies).

As much as I’m sure there are many stories from that idyllic time that could be retold here, I, of course, was too young to remember any of them, and have had to rely on the recollections of my family, and even at times, my aunts, uncles, and cousins.

Firstly, all the verbal storytelling by my relatives over the years has informed me that I was a rambunctious kid—being active to the point of somehow developing a hernia. I needed immediate surgery and spent some time back at Saint Martha’s Hospital.

Next, and the most significant of those retold tales involving me, is the widely accepted fact that my grandmother saved my life when I was just two years old. Just imagine, if things had turned out differently, this story and all my future offspring would not exist. As the story goes, as told by Nanny several times and reiterated by Mom, I was nestled in my high chair eating an orange and somehow got hold of a piece of the rind. Into my mouth it went. I attempted to swallow it but unfortunately the sizeable chunk didn’t make it all the way down—somehow getting lodged in my windpipe. I commenced choking. My dad’s first cousin, Catherine Ann, was babysitting the gang. In a panic, she first attempted to remove the orange peel from my throat, to no avail. I was starting to turn blue. Leaving the other kids alone, she grabbed me and ran like the wind across the field in search of some help.

Nanny heard the commotion, and after trying to understand my hysterical cousin’s explanation, came to the rescue. Throwing caution to the wind, she literally reached her fingers down into my tiny throat and pulled the orange peel free. As we now know, that action could have had dire consequences by pushing the object further into the windpipe, but as they have stated, some divine intervention happened, so I am here today because of the heroic actions of my grandmother. Thank you, Nanny!


2. Sarnia: Where’s That?

If I could have formed the thought this early on, I would have lamented that not much else of significance could possibly go awry—as it turned out, I was wrong. Due to lack of work, Dad had to travel afar, eventually to a place called Sarnia in the province of Ontario, to find meaningful employment. His trade as a finish carpenter was just not providing enough to feed his growing family. He had chosen this beautiful town on the shores of Lake Huron because his brother, Tony, had moved there the previous year after finding work as an electrician. Dad arrived a few months later and, after a few false starts, finally landed a job with a flooring company. Joe Meneghin, the proprietor of Hutchison’s Quality Floors, must have seen something special in this young East Coaster, and hired him on as an apprentice. Having no previous experience but being a hands-on, talented guy, Dad quickly got the hang of it. Within a year, he called for the family to move west.

Ironically, years later—somewhere around 2018—I ran into Joe Meneghin’s daughter, Sandy, and we had a great conversation about our dad’s enduring friendship over the years—I might have even shed a tear or two.

Dad made his way back to Tracadie and, after taking care of the family affairs, boarded the train at the station in Monastery with Mom and the four of us for the long ride back to Ontario. We embarked on what would be my very first travel adventure. Now of course, I was just shy of my third birthday so therefore have no recollection of the actual trip. We arrived in Mooretown, a small hamlet on the St. Clair River outside of Sarnia, the first week of April 1959. Uncle Tony and Aunt Shirley housed us for a short while until we could find a place of our own. The first memories I do have after arriving in town are of us living in the south end of Sarnia. We landed on Devine St., four houses east of Christina St. This rented home was a fenced, two-storey, wood structure with a covered veranda—just up the block from the river. For reasons I can’t explain, knowing we were all very young, I have memories of playing in the snow and, after a fun-filled day outside, each of us having a bath in the kitchen sink. It was probably easier on mom’s back. That house still stands today—the same two-tone siding adorning its exterior.

The area we came to know as the South End was the very oldest part of Sarnia. There were many children around—some well-behaved and others not so much. Big brother Greg and I were allowed to walk to the corner and back by ourselves. The distance was the length of three houses but to us was a brave new world. One afternoon we were confronted by—whom we would later find out, was the neighbourhood bully. I will never forget the little blond-haired boy looking at us, raising his right fist, and saying: “See my finger. See my thumb. See my fist—you better run!”

And run we did!

Greg may remember it differently. To this day, each time he and I get together, we reminisce about our youthful adventures, maybe even embellishing the stories with a bit more rhetoric each time. In the early days, with him being my big brother and protector, I always felt safe with him by my side. I haven’t asked, but he may even know whatever became of that little monster. For me, it was the first real frightening and traumatic moment of my life that I do remember—vividly, to this very day.


3. Putting Down Roots

Early 1960 brought another significant change. Mom and Dad bought a single-family dwelling at 184 Campbell St., right across from the railroad tracks. It was even further south than our rental unit was—purchased for the exorbitant sum of $4300. Their first home was a sprawling old two-storey house, covered in some type of fake asphalt siding called Insulbrick, which was used extensively back in the day. We had a tree-lined backyard with a large clapboard chicken coop at the rear of the lot. Yes, we even inherited the residents of said coop! At a very young and impressionable age, I would soon learn what was meant by the phrase “a chicken with its head cut off.” Oh ya, Mom was pregnant again.

The four years we resided on Campbell St. held many firsts. Dad built a homemade skating rink in the backyard, complete with sideboards and discarded Christmas trees used for windbreaks. It also brought for me the desire to learn how to skate. My brother, sisters, and I would spend hours attempting to skate on that rink—well, slipping and sliding and falling down mostly, but you get the picture. Our treat was having Mom come out with hot chocolate to warm us up because we were too afraid to go inside to get warm—knowing that our skating day would be over if we did.

I continued my rambunctious ways. I was playing in the front yard that winter with my little sister Joan—she being the brave one sitting on the snow with her arms stretched out from her sides—while I was playing some superhero, jumping over her. Murphy’s Law prevailed and I missed one of the jumps—landing on my wee sister’s arm, breaking it and sending her to the hospital for a cast. I didn’t do it on purpose, Joan, really, I didn’t!

Now, back to the mention of another baby on the way! The family was growing again. Another sibling to make six—Valerie Janine was born on October 12th of our first year in the house. Valerie’s inaugural Christmas that cold December, was the first time I remember having a real Christmas tree with presents scattered beneath. I was four at the time—some may think a late bloomer in remembering such a momentous occasion. Thinking back upon the piles of presents under a brightly lit tree, and now knowing that Mom and Dad were really dirt poor, sure shows me they loved each of us very much. They were willing to sacrifice for our happiness. To this day, I love the Christmas season, and can fully appreciate that it was Mom’s very favourite holiday. She was such a fanatic for anything Christmas.

Dad was always really good with his hands, and I mentioned earlier that his career prior to moving west was that of a finish carpenter. He had worked with wood all the time, and after a very long, and physically demanding day on his knees installing flooring, would find the time to make handmade gifts for us. I kick myself to this day with the knowledge that I was given homemade wooden toys—especially my train engine, handcrafted by my father, only to be eventually—just thrown out. At that time, I definitely had no appreciation for what these items would mean to me as an adult. It makes me sad to think about that.

Around this time also, Dad came home with a Bell & Howell Super-8 movie camera and projector—from where, I have no idea. It was such a rare and expensive commodity in those days. I have vague memories of him pointing the camera our way, and of nights sitting in front of the portable screen, viewing the reels of family movies. I’m not sure where all that stuff is now but I hope it is safe. It could be a future restoration project.

Dad would come home with old bicycles, broken-down rocking chairs—anything he could find that he deemed salvageable. He would lovingly rebuild them, all repurposed for many more years of enjoyment by us. It was on one such bicycle that I learned to ride a two-wheeler. Three houses down towards Emma St. was a vacant corner lot, and I would ride along the sidewalk, very unsteadily, toward that open patch of grass. I would turn round and round in circles until I fell because the bike didn’t have any brakes. I eventually mastered that skill, and my world opened up to new horizons.

On the afternoon that I decided to run away from home, my father carved me a hobo stick from a fallen oak branch, with a little sack tied to the end of it, complete with a spare T-shirt and a pair of clean tighty-whities wrapped inside. With a kiss goodbye, and a wave from the front porch, he and Mom allowed me to head out on my own. I was five.

It was a big old world out there, and I remember making it as far as that vacant lot at the end of the block. Come to think of it, that’s probably as far as I had ever ventured to that date prior to my bicycle accomplishments. After pausing a moment to look into the abyss of my future, I turned around, came home, and never felt the urge to run away again for a long time.

We siblings were still very young, and even though it was a safe world around us, we were still forbidden to venture off on our own. I’m not sure what came over us this one day, but the milk wagon—yes, that was a thing—had just dropped off our daily supply of glass-bottled quarts, and Joan and I decided to follow the wagon and horse around the corner. Dad was coming home for lunch and saw us on Emma St. looking at that beautiful mare. He told us to get on home, and when we did, we were given an ass-whooping while perched across his knee. Yup, corporal punishment was also the norm back then, and yes, it hurt—but more importantly, we never made the mistake of chasing the milk wagon again. Without dwelling on the fact, I’m sure the consequences of my actions that day, and the punishment administered because of the “horse” affair, all had a positive effect on my future behavioural patterns. I learned to behave myself.


4. Miracles and Mountains

The next two years continued to hold great memories for me, but truth be known they were very dire years for Mom and Dad. Mom took sick with an undiagnosed illness in early 1961 and was hospitalized. She was rapidly losing weight and unable to figure out what was causing her debilitating symptoms. Dr. Gladdy, her friend and physician, feared for her life.

Having to continue working to support the family, and truly not having a clue how to do domestic chores, Dad summoned his mother-in-law to come and live with us for the summer. Grammy (Irene Boyle) arrived, and without hesitation took over the household chores and ownership of our well-being. Being a farmer’s wife, she definitely knew how to handle those tasks with ease. To the best of my recollection, it was a normal summer for us children. We played outside when it was nice, and did some colouring and crafts at the kitchen table when it wasn’t fit to venture out. I’m not sure what it was about my sister Joan, and the fact that she was accident prone, but at one such sitting, she managed to tip her high chair over backwards and took a nasty tumble down the basement stairs. Lucky for her, there were no broken bones this time.

Several months passed with Mom still in the hospital, and for much of that time there was no improvement in her health. When we could, we would talk to her briefly on the phone. We were too young to understand the severity of her illness and only wished to see her . . . which, of course, was strictly forbidden. The risk was too great. Fear of a virus or infection, passed on to her by any one of her children, would most likely cause the death of her. The doctors were taking no chances.

For months, toxins were building up inside her and it seemed, no matter what her medical team tried, nothing worked. Mom lay in bed virtually wasting away. By this time, the priest was being considered to perform last rites. It was that grave.

The summer rolled on. Finally, after several months in the hospital, a battery of tests performed, and one very miraculous incident, Mom was on the mend, and all because of her very strong faith. As heard from Mom’s lips, she was lying on her deathbed and staring at a framed picture of Christ on the wall opposite the foot of her bed. In a last desperate attempt at salvation, she prayed to her Saviour and spoke the words that spared her life. Mom quietly but emphatically asked God to instruct her body to void all the toxins that had built up inside her, so she could go home to her husband and children. At that moment, she uncontrollably moved her bowels. She hadn’t been able to defecate for quite some time, and the poison was literally killing her. A miracle happened that day, and from that very moment, she began to heal. Years later, as Mom was recounting this story to us—probably for the fiftieth time—she would interject some rather colourful language as she described her request to God, making us laugh until our sides hurt. Something to the effect of, “Please God, I just need to shit!” said in a not-so-loving manner, was apparently all the prayer she needed!

We were told she was coming home but it would be a long recovery. The next few months, and into the spring of ’62, while Mom convalesced, we were the best-behaved children on the planet. We had loved having our grandmother at our side for all that time, but now that Mom was on the mend, Grammy needed to go home to attend the chores on the farm in Afton.

My mother and her father, Grampy (John Thompson Boyle), were very close, and it broke his heart to see his little girl so severely sick. It wasn’t long before he arrived in Sarnia. I have vague memories of my grandfather’s visit. One such vision of him, dressed in his pyjamas—his suit coat draped atop his shoulders, sitting at the dining-room table smoking his pipe, will always be a treasured memory. To this day, the sweet smell of pipe tobacco conjures up that unforgettable portrait.

During the next two years, my mother had two more children. Both unfortunately died at birth. There is not much to remember about this period, but I want you to know I did have a little brother named Jerome Francis and a little sister named Rose-Marie. They are buried in the Catholic Cemetery on Colborne Rd. in Sarnia. A footnote to this fact is that in 2019, we as a family finally installed a granite headstone to honour the burial site of my two young siblings.

After Mom got home, and during that time of much needed healing for all of us, we embarked on a road trip to Nova Scotia to see our relatives. I believe it was the summer of 1962. Dad’s boss, Joe, loaned us his ’62 Pontiac Parisienne to make the trek. Long days in the car with my five siblings made for some uncomfortable hours. Valerie—not quite two years old—got the footwell in front with Mom, and the rest of us made due with whatever small amount of real estate we could claim. Sleeping over the hump on the floor of the back seat area was very uncomfortable. One of the coveted spots to sleep was above the backseat on the rear window ledge—unheard of today, but we survived.

We were driving after dark somewhere near Valleyfield, Que. when Dad noticed a car broken down on the side of the road. Being the good Christian man he was, he decided to stop and see if he could lend a hand. My mother was furious. Six young children in the car, a dark road in the middle of nowhere, and total strangers in need was a formula for trouble, even back then. As Dad opened the car door, he showed no fear. He just knew all would be ok—and it was. The world has changed a lot since those simpler times. I think often about my father’s fearless actions that night, in the name of being a Good Samaritan. Dad, it turns out, was quickly becoming my hero and mentor.

We stayed several weeks at the homestead in Afton, the Boyle family farm. It was an idealistic time to be young and witness the goings-on of farm life. Those summer days showed us a lamb being butchered for supper by my grandfather—and the hay being taken off the fields by pitchfork and tossed into a horse-drawn wagon. We would walk through the barn to see my grandmother milking the cows—and try to avoid a quick squirt of raw milk from the cow’s teat, aimed squarely in our direction. Oh, how we laughed at that! Although I didn’t understand the workings of it at the time, she would also use a manual milk separator—a necessary piece of farm machinery she had sitting on the back porch. This marvel of engineering was designed to remove the heavy cream from the fresh cow’s milk, brought in from the barn in galvanized buckets. Using the manual crank, Grammy would churn the separated cream into creamy butter. All this was done without pasteurization and no added chemicals for preservatives—and we didn’t die! Later, we would watch her gather the eggs from the chicken coop and carry them back to the house coddled in her apron—without dropping any. All in a day’s work for my grammy.

There was a very large pile of firewood out just beyond the porch, which had recently been delivered by my uncles for use in the wood-burning kitchen stove. We climbed on that pile for hours. The odd scrape or splinter embedded in the skin was a minor inconvenience. We were never once told to stop, and again we survived to tell about it.

Coming from a good Irish Catholic family, I had many cousins who all seemed to live very close to, or at the farm itself. It was wonderful having so many kids to play with and, because of the fact that Mom and Dad continued to visit Nova Scotia on a regular basis, we got to know our cousins well. To this day we are still close.

A unique feature of life on the farm in Afton was the railway tracks which ran through the property. You could set your watch to the exact times—morning and evening, when the train would pass through. We were warned time and time again to stay clear of the tracks, and we did for the most part. Unbeknownst to the elders, some of the older cousins would bring us young’uns down to the tracks just before the train would pass and let us put pennies on the rails for the train’s wheels to squish. What a thrill.

I think I started, and then quickly ended my very short-lived singing career that summer. All my aunts and uncles were gathered on the back porch enjoying family time when, for some unknown reason, I was paid a whole dime to sing Hank Snow’s national anthem of the province, “My Nova Scotia Home.” I must have, at one point, demonstrated that I knew the lyrics, but sure cannot recall how.

Our summer came to an end, and so it was that we prepared to travel back to Sarnia for our next school year. Mom’s oldest sister, Margie Prosser, who was by then an accomplished traveller, agreed to the task of getting us six siblings and Mom to Sarnia by car since my father had only stayed for ten days—needing to get back to work. We piled into her 1957 Studebaker Golden Hawk—and with no seatbelts, GPS, or a care in the world, made the journey home.

I entered Grade 2 with Miss LeBlanc. Little did I know this would be my last year at St. Joseph’s for quite some time. Due to an impending cross-city move to our new family home, St. Margaret’s School on Devine St. was where I would continue my education in Grade 3 and beyond. Several years later, I would be forced to take classes once again at St. Joseph’s for my 7th grade, as a result of a population surge in the city. Overcrowding at St. Margaret’s School had become an issue. Fortunately, this was for one year only and we got to attend our senior year back at our regular school.

My first neighbourhood friend on Campbell St. was Mike Jolly. Mikey lived next door to us, and although I didn’t know it, he had polio and walked with a limp. I don’t recall it slowing him down at all. One of our proudest moments as friends was when we built a picnic table out of wood, I’m sure with my father’s help. It was a great learning experience, building something with your bare hands, with lessons I still use today.

This was also the fall that I made my first communion at St. Joseph’s Church on Stuart St. It was a very elaborate affair, and I believe the first time I ever wore a tie—even today, a rarity. It was also the same church that eighteen years later, I would be married in.

That fall, I received my first corporal punishment at school. I got into a fight in the schoolyard and I dropped a kid on his head. I was taken to the principal’s office where I was given the strap, roughly five times on each hand. In case you need a reminder, corporal punishment—similar to that spanking from Dad—was an archaic method of discipline, allowed in the school system to deter bad behaviour. The strap is exactly what you would think it is, a piece of leather approximately eight inches long and two to three inches wide with some sort of handle on it. The principal of the school in this case, Sister Anna Catherine, yes, a Catholic nun, would make you hold your hands out, palm side up so she could smack you with that piece of leather as hard as she deemed necessary to fit the punishment deserved by the bad behaviour. Damn, it hurt enough to cry, but cry we did not for fear of being called a sissy. That would have been by far the worst part of the punishment. The world certainly has changed in its approach to discipline in the education system today.

That winter, with constant freezing temperatures, was the first and only time I was tricked into putting my wet tongue on a cold piece of steel in the schoolyard. There was a round latch on the gate to the chain-link fence surrounding the yard. I was goaded into putting my tongue on that latch, and of course it instantly froze there. Anyone’s first reaction would be to immediately pull away. That I did and proceeded to leave every taste bud I owned stuck to the frozen metal. Damn that hurt. I certainly learned a lesson that day, and hopefully each of you had more brains than I did. It was so painful!

Even with all the miracles experienced, and the mountains symbolically climbed in my short life, there were still many more lessons to be learned. I was only getting started.


5. Shaping a Young Mind

Three noteworthy events happened in 1963 that had a significant impact on me. The first was my participation in a school-wide variety show. I was part of the junior square-dancing set in which several of us actually learned how to do that particular dance, and then performed it several times. The highlight of the show was us being able to perform for an audience of family, friends, and others on the big stage in the basement of the parish hall, next door to the school. What I recall vividly is that my father was chosen (or volunteered) to be one of the curtain attendants for the evening. All the while I danced, I kept an eye on him to see if he was watching me. Like I said, he was my hero, and I wanted nothing more than to impress him, even at such a tender age. Maybe this was the beginning of my budding social life, so to speak. I was figuring out how to have fun in social situations and learned to mingle easily.

The second event, in August of that year, was the earliest I remember seeing the Sarnia Fire Department at work. St. Paul’s United Church stood at the northwest corner of Devine and Emma streets. I first remember seeing the smoke rising from the building a block away. The sirens from the fire trucks were loud, even on Campbell St. We made our way to the scene, and for hours I stood on the opposite corner—leaning against a big oak tree, watching the building burn and subsequently collapse. I was fascinated with the helmets, the black rubber boots, and the shiny red fire trucks. It was fifteen years later that I walked into the Sarnia Fire Department for the first time as a firefighter. I was put on the A-1 squad, which ironically was the same squad that fought the church fire all those years before. As you can imagine, there will be several more fire-service-related stories to come.

The third—which had a huge impact on my later years—was the assassination of President John F. Kennedy on November 22nd, 1963. It is the first significant world news event that my young self remembers. I arrived home from school to the sight of my mom sitting on the couch crying. When I asked her what was wrong, she told me the news and with such empathy tried to explain the significance of what had transpired. JFK was a new hope for a new world, and being young and ambitious, he was looked up to by many as a strong political leader. Everyone just knew he would do great things. It was not meant to be. I would go on to read well over twenty books on the subject of JFK and the very controversial circumstances surrounding his demise. I still don’t know the truth but have my beliefs, and most likely will never know the full story behind the assassination.

President John F. Kennedy, and the whole aura of his presidency, still fascinates me greatly. I didn’t know it at the time, but those tragic events would lead to a love of history—and especially that of the American presidents.


6. On the Move—Again

Christmas came and went, spring finally arrived, and for the first time in recent memory, there were no babies on the way! That may have been a blessing in disguise, because in the late spring of 1964, we moved from 184 Campbell St. to 884 Wellington St., as soon as school let out.

The Campbell St. property, as mentioned, had been much further south from our original rental property on Devine St.—bordered by the railroad tracks and in the shadow of a big blue municipal water tower. Beyond those barriers was the industrial machine that gave Sarnia its identity as “The Chemical Valley of Canada.” This area, and the city as a whole, would eventually play a significant role in my life, and my future career.

The new house on Wellington St.—a side by side duplex—was less than a year old, and right in the middle of central Sarnia. That section of Wellington St. was so new, there were no sidewalks or street curbs yet. I don’t think my parents cared much about that—they were just happy to be able to put a good roof over our heads. No more South End for the Pitts’! As TV’s George Jefferson always said, “We’re movin’ on up!” (That tag line is a reference to a ’70s sitcom—“The Jeffersons,” a spin-off from “All In The Family,” which saw a black family moving to a deluxe apartment on the east side of New York—and not surprisingly—the show had many racial overtones for the times.)

This home was smaller than the previous one but had three bedrooms. The four girls got one, Greg and I another, and Mom and Dad the third. There was one bathroom to share. No matter the size, Wellington St. served its purpose nobly, and for the next twenty-one years, it was where we grew to adulthood.

Just shy of my eighth birthday, I was able to wander further than ever before. That summer of ’64 was a momentous year of discovery. Three blocks away to the east of our new home was a large tract of woodland. It probably wasn’t a week after we moved that Greg and I went exploring deep into that bush. To our surprise, there was a set of railroad tracks running right through the trees, and I remember wondering if those tracks were connected to the ones by the old water tower, across from our previous house. My universe certainly was expanding! It would be twenty-five years later that I found myself working at the Wellington St. firehall for the first time, realizing that it was built only metres from the spot Greg and I first laid eyes on the train tracks through the woods—now long since cleared away, and overcome by urban sprawl. We had only moved a mile away from where we previously lived, but to me, it opened up a whole new world.

The new neighbourhood was very friendly. Roy and Peggy Barnes lived in an old farmhouse across the street, and their son Bob and his wife Marg lived in a new house they had just completed next door. They would quickly become best friends with Mom and Dad and were very influential to me on many occasions in my life. Bob worked for the local gas company and did very well. He always seemed to have the latest car or lawnmower or shoes. They were also a very ambitious couple. One of the coolest things about them was their love of Volkswagens. They owned a VW Beetle, and a camper van known as the T2 Westfalia. They would travel all over the country in that van and upon return spend evenings with our family telling stories of their vacations. It’s not a stretch to believe they were partially responsible for me catching the travel bug.

It was summertime and I was playing organized sports for the first time. I signed up for softball at Germain Park and rather enjoyed the experience. Up until that point, I had always been under the watchful eyes of my parents, but now I had the freedom to go distances on my own without supervision.

As will be explained with more detail in later chapters, I have suffered from anxiety and depression for most of my adult life. I often look back and wonder when and where it was that I first had those symptoms of anxiety and panic. One initial incident was when I came home from my baseball game in late August of that first summer on Wellington St. It was just before supper. I walked into the house and found nobody there. Again, this was the first time that anything like that had ever happened to me. I don’t know why I panicked, but I did. I vividly recall the feeling of abandonment and didn’t know what to do. I knocked on my neighbour’s door and was greeted by what I would now describe as a recluse. Mr. and Mrs. McCabe were much older than Mom and Dad and were probably bothered by a snot-nosed kid pounding away on the screen door. A stale smell—something akin to a bear hibernating—accosted me as I stood on their porch, crying, because I didn’t know where my family was. As I stood there in bewilderment—stammering through my tears—my parents pulled into the driveway. I was never so happy to see my family, ever. Ironically, I had actually suppressed that memory for many years, and it only came to light after I retired and was seeing a counsellor for post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The unfortunate thing is that the issue described above was the first time something like that happened, and it certainly was not going to be the last.

Shortly before summer ended, I was playing at a construction site a couple of doors down from the house. There was a three-storey apartment building being erected, and they were in the bricking phase. Being a typical boy, I started climbing the stack of bricks by the building when I inadvertently pulled one off the top of the pile—said brick landing point first on my skull. When I arrived home, my mother was horrified to see all the blood streaming down my face. I must have looked like something out of a Stephen King novel. A particularly gruesome scene from Carrie comes to mind. It was off to the hospital for me this time, and after several stitches to my cranium, I was back home. My father told me they had given me a painkiller—Demerol I think, which provided me with my first drug-induced high that I could remember, and that too, wouldn’t be the last.

September saw me attending our new school, Grade 3 at St. Margaret’s on Devine St. Upon arrival on my first day, I met Paul Butler, a stalky kid with a great laugh and huge hands. I will never forget his brown cardigan and the plaster cast on his wrist, the result of a fall during the summer break. It didn’t take long before we would become fast friends, and we remained so for years after, spending many weekends together enjoying our young lives.

The first and only time I ever opened Christmas presents, and then taped them back up so that no one would know, was at Paul’s. His mom had hidden all the Christmas gifts in a hall closet, and Paul found them one day. I came over on a Saturday to play, and I will never forget him saying, “Do you want to see what I got for Christmas?”—knowing that it was still two weeks before the actual date. The thought of doing that never crossed my mind, and I was so panicked to think that Mrs. Butler would walk in at any time. This was enough to deter me from ever thinking about doing it again. And I never did. To this day, I love the surprise factor—the unknown of opening gifts at Christmas.

That same Christmas brought another snafu to my days. Dad, still working for the flooring company, was bringing home enough pay to just barely squeak by financially. However, every once in a while—say on a Friday night in which he got paid—he would line his children up in a row and, with much pomp and circumstance, hand each of us a one-dollar bill. Yes, there was such a thing, now long out of circulation. We could do with it what we liked. This particular Friday evening about a week before Christmas, we each received our one-dollar bill but were told it was for Christmas presents, and we were going to Kresges’s Department Store in the morning to do just that. Excitement reigned supreme. I bought my mom a green glass ashtray and was so proud of my one purchase that I ended up revealing it to her when I got home. I was devastated. Christmas came, and she acted completely surprised at such a thoughtful gift. It was a hard lesson to learn, but it has stuck with me all these years. The best part is that after all these years, I inherited the green ashtray back from her after she passed away, now a treasured keepsake.

Paul’s mom made Batman and Robin costumes for us one Halloween. Of course, Paul was Batman and I was Robin. I think they were the coolest costumes I have ever worn in search of free candy. In later years I rocked a Slash costume, the guitarist for the rock band Guns & Roses, and a really authentic-looking Dracula, but those efforts were more alcohol-induced than candy-crazed.

As close as Paul and I had become—I still hadn’t had a sleepover at his or anyone else’s house, a childhood thing we all loved to do. The simple and traumatic reason for this was because—to put it bluntly—I wet the bed uncontrollably almost every night—for years. I am not sure when it started, but by the time I was nine years old, it was as traumatic as anything a young boy could imagine. The growing embarrassment of having to say no to anyone’s sleepover invitation caused me high anxiety. It was ok to have them at my house because I could cover up any accidents, but how to remedy that issue at someone else’s house? It was insurmountable.

At home I had a thick covering of plastic permanently laid between the mattress and my sheets, for years. Thinking back, I’m sure my father had an endless supply of that thick plastic, which now I realize most likely came from the wrappings of the rolls of carpeting that he would install on a daily basis. To this day, if I happen to sit or lay on something covered in plastic, it brings back those very unpleasant memories. Just try and test a new mattress in a furniture store with those memories to haunt you.

With grave trepidation, and some huge pep-talks by my loving mother, I overcame the bedwetting stage of my life. I also enjoyed sleepovers, and yes—shit probably happened—but suppressed memory can also be a wonderful thing when some of the fears of a child that had been blocked out for a lifetime are finally freed. Most definitely there were accidents, but I don’t recall any repercussions from my increasingly sporadic nocturnal emissions. I think Paul’s mom must have just dealt with the wet sheets and saved me from the trauma of owning up to the accident. I also wonder if our moms talked about this amongst themselves. They were both such angels, and it was not beyond reason to believe they had my best interests in mind. I am also quite sure because it was never made out to be a big deal, I was able to overcome my incontinence—medically known as Nocturnal Enuresis—and eventually live a more normal childhood.

Grade 3 did end on a high note. I was awarded a copy of a Hardy Boys mystery novel—very popular back in the day—for the achievement of perfect spelling for the whole year. This was signed by my wonderful teacher, Mrs. Murphy, with a note handwritten on the inside of the hardcover, congratulating me on the achievement. Most likely, besides the influence of my mother, that achievement is one of the main reasons why I enjoy wordsmithing to this day. It is also a perfect example of why children should be praised and congratulated when they do something of significance and not just for waking up before noon. It is that affirmation that sticks in the minds of the young and impressionable, and as it did for me, propels them to higher achievement.

My early days at St. Margaret’s School went off without a hitch for the most part. Several new friendships were formed, and I continued to learn the subtle art of becoming a social being. The news came out that Mom was pregnant again, and it took us a bit by surprise. This was both a blessing and a very scary time for all. We had lost two siblings in the last couple of years and didn’t want to think of the possibility of it happening again. We said the Rosary around the table every night and prayed that all would be well. I don’t remember Mom or Dad showing any worry during this time but I’m sure they were stressed at the possibility of what could happen—again.

Grade 4 held some interesting moments. Richard Boucher, a heavy-set kid with a big heart, breaking Rod Chartrand’s leg with a misplaced attempt at kicking a soccer ball, was huge. Rod was quite the athlete, and prior to that day was the fastest runner at the school. I had never seen the likes of that before, and poor Richard—well, he took it so hard, I still don’t know if he’s over the trauma it caused him. Meanwhile, sticking with the soccer theme, I attempted to score a goal on John Stewart one day at recess. The only problem was that the ball was very muddy. My well-placed shot hit John square in the chest, lacing him with the mud. John was upset, and embarrassed. He took after me immediately. I happened to be the second-fastest runner at the school, and try as he may, he couldn’t catch me. After chasing me around the school yard for the rest of recess, he vowed that he would get me eventually.

Things quieted down for a little while, and it seemed John was over his embarrassment. One day, upon my return to school after lunch, John approached me in a kindly manner and, when he got close enough, punched me squarely in the nose, knocking me off my bike. I surely didn’t see that one coming. Upset, and with a bloody nose, I turned right around and went home for the afternoon. We were now even, our friendship remaining intact for several more years.


7. External Influences and Growing Pains

The highlight of the year—it was still early on—was the addition of a healthy little brother. Christopher Martin was born in March of 1966. He was our miracle baby because Mom was told after the loss of Jerome and Rose that she would most likely never be able to conceive again. This little guy made everything right with the world. Our family was growing, and we loved it.

That summer, the family travelled to Nova Scotia once more for a family wedding. My mom’s brother, Eugene, was marrying his sweetheart, Jeanie Bowie, at Tracadie Church, and we were not going to miss such an occasion. Given the fact our growing family was getting too large to travel together in one car, it was decided that Lorraine and Greg would ride east with the soon-to-be newlyweds. They had been staying with us for the past few months while Eugene worked in the area.

Around this time, music—or at least songs on the radio—started to creep into my life at an accelerated pace, one rock and roll song after another. The musically inspired British invasion of North America which included artists such as The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Dave Clark Five, The Kinks, Gary Lewis & the Playboys, and many other formidable groups had singles on the AM stations. I knew this genre of music was something special but still wasn’t old enough to grasp the meaning or the future historical significance of it all. A good friend of mine, Keith Toohey, and I would pretend we were John Lennon and Paul McCartney. I was left-handed, so I was automatically Paul. We would take two tennis rackets and pretend we were live in concert playing “I Want to Hold Your Hand” or “Please Mr. Postman” or any number of other great tunes that we knew every word to.

The Beatles’ famous album Revolver was released on my birthday in 1966. Keith bought a copy of that vinyl for $2.99, and we played it hours on end. Songs such as “Eleanor Rigby,” “Yellow Submarine,” “Good Day Sunshine,” “Got to Get You into My Life” and “Here, There, and Everywhere” fast became the soundtrack of my life.

Grade 5 would start in the fall of 1966. We as a family were settled into our school and home life, and friends were plentiful. The highlight of that school year was a speech I wrote the following spring, as a part of the English curriculum. The theme I chose was Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. It must have been ok because I won the Outstanding Male entry for my school and was entered to compete at the city-wide finals held on the big stage at St. Patrick’s High School, my future Alma Mater. I know I didn’t win that contest, but it did have a profound impact on my future as I have never again been hesitant to speak in public, to this day. I remember enjoying Grade 5.

In the spring of 1967, Mom and Dad announced they were expecting yet again, and we all prayed that this little baby would be as healthy as Martin was. There was never any knowing the gender of the baby back then, so we just waited in anticipation of a healthy delivery.

The summer of that year was cause for celebration in Canada. It was the country’s one-hundredth birthday and there were many activities scheduled nationwide. Each city or town tried in some way to honour this momentous occasion. Montréal for instance, hosted EXPO ’67, one of the most successful world exhibitions ever. I wanted so badly to go but was a wee bit young for such an adventure.

On a much smaller scale, our local newspaper, the Sarnia Observer, included one maple tree sapling in the fold of each newspaper to be delivered to each household so we could plant the trees as a memorial to Canada’s birthday. I didn’t have a paper route at the time, but a friend of mine was a paper carrier for the Observer, and asked me to give him a hand delivering this particular edition because of the bulkiness and weight the trees added. For my efforts, I was given three of the maple saplings to bring home. Dad and I planted them along the back fence of 884 Wellington St., and if you drive by that house today, you will see those same three trees have grown to over fifty feet in height. At the time of planting, there was no thought of me looking at those trees fifty years later. That act of burying the roots of those trees, we now know, has had a positive effect on the environment, and provides a tangible connection to my childhood growing up on Wellington St.
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