
Chapter 1

THE BIG HOUSE ON BALTIMORE AVENUE

“Oh, if this old house could talk,
What a story it would tell.”
This Old House - Loretta Lynn

i - The Third Floor

When I was little, my mother used to point to the big building across the street
from our house and say, "Billy honey, that's where you came into this world." While
it meant nothing to me then, evidently to Mother it was a fact of no little significance.

The building was the Western Maryland Hospital, situated atop a terrace on
Baltimore Avenue in Cumberland, Maryland. A pair of light posts at street level
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dignified the stone stairway that took you up to the great white porch stretching from
end to end. An imposing structure. Whenever I passed it in later years, long after it
was no longer a hospital, I thought of its significance in my life. I was sorry when
years later it was razed.

Our house was Number 16 (later renumbered 216), the house in which my
mother now lived by virtue of her marriage into the Rohrer family in 1920. It was the

house that my great-grandfather,
Lorenzo Dow Rohrer, had built
in 1888 when he was a
prosperous flour mill owner.
While in the planning stages, it
was described in a newspaper
account as "very ornamental and
unlike any other houses here." 

My mother once said that 
she had met my father at a dance.
In 1920, the war that would later
be known as World War I had
been over for less than two years.
Like most single former
"doughboys" Charles We b s t e r
Rohrer sought and found a wife,
Kathryn Ann Wallace. He was 25
and she 19. She was Catholic and
he was not, so their wedding was
restricted to a simple ceremony
in the rectory of Saints Peter and
Paul's Church, in accordance
with the Catholic Church's rules
at that time.

Kathryn was undoubtedly
proud of what she and her family
must have considered a
prestigious marriage. But in fact,
in 1920 Lorenzo was forced to go
out of business and Number 16
Baltimore Avenue no longer
represented the prosperity of

former years. And yet it was surely a break for the young couple to be invited to live
in the big house, for their income was probably not great: my father was a salesman
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for the Prudential Insurance Company and my mother, at 19, could not have been
earning much.

Also living at Number 16 in 1920, in addition to Lorenzo, were his son William
and wife Claribel (my grandparents) and their daughter Jeanette, who had returned to
Cumberland after a brief marriage. It is possible that they moved in to fill the void
left by two recent deaths. Lorenzo's wife, Mary Catherine ("Kate"), had just died that
year. His daughter, Nellie Rohrer Neff, who had lived there with her husband Walter
Neff and son John, died in the flu epidemic of 1918.

My arrival, on April 16, 1921, helped further to people the house. Later, my
father's brother George with his wife Florence and son Pershing came to live there as
well, possibly for economic reasons. Cousins Billy and Pershing, only two and a half
years apart in age, began a lifelong, brotherly friendship.

It was fitting that my father and his little family be assigned a place of their own,
a large room on the top (third) floor. My parents were undoubtedly happy to have
their privacy, but the summer heat in a top floor in those days before air conditioning
must have been terrible. Furthermore, there was no kitchen and the bathroom was on
the floor below. Nevertheless, Mother sometimes must have cooked in the apartment,
no doubt using a hot plate, for I distinctly see myself sitting in a highchair at the table
where my parents were enjoying (of all things for me to remember) a dinner of steak
with mushrooms!

From our "penthouse" windows, I enjoyed looking into the treetops that
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towered over Baltimore Avenue and watching the cars and passersby on the street
below which was very busy since it led directly into Baltimore Street, Cumberland's
main drag. Our house was only two blocks from the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad
station, symbol of the city's status as an important transportation hub. When I was
quite young, my parents took advantage of having such an exciting place so close at
hand and took me there to watch the trains arrive and depart. I was even in the crowd
that gathered on August 1923 to honor the deceased United States President Warren
Harding when the train bearing his remains passed through the station. 

I came to regard the third floor as the territory of my father and mother and
me. I was told that once when I was alone in the apartment in my bed, my
grandmother came up to our floor to one of the storage rooms and I called out, "Ma,
what are you bollixing around out there for?" (Could I really have been so insolent?)

In 1925 we descended from the third to the second floor.

ii - The Big House Remembered

Impressions made during early childhood are said to be the most indelible.  I
believe it.  I can close my eyes today and see every feature of the big house and its
environs.

It was not an extraordinary house in comparison with other houses I came to
know or read about.  Architecturally it was somewhat plain and boxy looking, large
but not huge.  The interior was comfortably spacious and simply furnished but with
touches of elegance.  It was a good solid house but not the mansion that the
newspaper seemed to predict.

Entering through the front door into the entrance hall, one had to be struck by
the gleam of the highly polished hardwood floors and staircase.  On the left was a
ponderous piece of furniture (hall rack I believe it was called) that combined coat and
hat rack, umbrella keeper, storage box with hinged lid and a long vertical mirror in
which you could check your appearance on the way out.  On the right sat an old
player piano (one that played music rolls, in case you have forgotten or never knew
about that ingenious invention).

Off the entrance hall was the living room, called the “front room.” It was
dominated by a huge portrait of my great- grandmother, Catherine Webster Rohrer,
beneath which sat another player piano, dark and all but abandoned.  There was a
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table-model radio in one corner, which I remember hearing only once: in 1932 on the
occasion of the nomination of Franklin D. Roosevelt as the Democrats’candidate for
the presidency..  How long the radio had been there I have no idea, but I do know that
it was the only one in the house and perhaps the adults reserved it for their privileged
use.  The other furnishings were hard-looking and uninviting and they remain as
black and white photos in my mind’s album.  The fact is, I didn’t see the room often,
that being the formal space, the “parlor,” reserved for the young adults’parties and
for special occasions, like wakes, as was the custom of the day.

Adjoining the front room, separated by sliding doors, was another large room
which undoubtedly had been designed as a less formal sitting room.  Ma and Jeanette
had converted it into their joint bedroom after Ma’s husband, Will, decided to move
to another town to make his living.  Opposite that room was the large, elegantly
furnished dining room.  A glass china closet held stacks of dinnerware and a
mahogany buffet displayed gleaming silver pitchers, trays, etc. and cut glassware.
Dining in that room was reserved for special occasions like Christmas, when I was
always tickled to see the little individual salt dishes and spoons at each place.

The kitchen, where most of the meals were taken, and a cluttered pantry
completed the first floor. A big black coal-burning cooking stove dominated the
room..  Visible on a wall was the terminal of a speaking tube that at one time had been
used for communicating with some upstairs room.  The usual route between the
kitchen and the second floor was an enclosed staircase which the kids were expected
to use rather than the “front steps.” I must have clattered up and down those back
steps repeatedly for I frequently flew down them in my dreams!

On the second floor there were three spacious bedrooms.  My father and
mother and I occupied one, for a couple years George and his family another, and for
a time the third was rented out.  Grandpap slept in one of two smaller rooms.  My
father in later years chose the solitude of the second small room.  The bathroom, of
course, was on that floor.

In the unfinished cellar there was a gray, wet-smelling laundry room, which
exited into the back yard where the clothes were hung to dry, weather permitting.  The
next room housed an immense (so it seemed to me) furnace and a coal bin that was
filled through an outside window. There was one small room that I was scared to go
in.  I was told that long ago the servants slept there in the wooden bunks that one
could see just inside the doorway.  I imagined the servants’ghosts were still in that
windowless, lightless room.

The house outside was enhanced by a high-roofed front porch which ran the
length of the facade and partially along one side.  In my vociferous, hyperactive toddler
years, I would run from one end of the porch to the other, making as much noise as
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possible on its wooden floor boards.  On warm evenings after dinner, I liked to sit there
on tall rockers with Ma and “watch all the funny faces go by,”  as she would say.

In the back, off the kitchen, there was another porch and over it an upper
porch.  The space under the lower porch was accessible through a door in the lattice
work that enclosed it.  Used primarily for yard and garden equipment, for kids it was
a good hideout.  And for kids to slide down, there was the cellar door - that pair of
inclined wooden doors that protected the stairwell leading from the cellar to the
surface of the yard.  (“Look down my rain barrel, slide down my cellar door, and we’ll
be jolly friends forevermore.”)

A lawn about 25 feet wide ran on the side of the house from the front wrought-
iron fence to the end of the house.  The space from that point to the foot of the lot was
mainly planted in roses and other flowers.  But there was also a grimy, sticky peach
tree which, when I knew it, produced small, almost inedible fruit.  Worse, its peach
fuzz made my eyes itch and swell.  But the grapes on the arbor that ran from the house
to the back fence were quite edible; I can taste them to this day. The remainder of the
property was a neglected, barren area given over to clothes lines, an abandoned
cistern and copious unwanted black walnuts, from the neighbors’tree, which stained
kids’ hands and clothes, exasperating the adults.  Beyond damage, it was a good place
for children to run and dig and “rassle” and carry on.

One spot in particular returns from the past with pleasant nostalgia.  Near the
bottom of the back porch stairs grew a mock orange bush and a lavender lilac bush
that were my grandmother’s great delights.  And nearby there was a rock, shaped like
a small, round pillow, which someone had painted green - surely just for a little boy
to sit on.
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