Chapter 4

ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
1927-1933

“Up in the morning and out to school
The teacher is teachin' the Golden Rule.”
School Days - Chuck Berry

i -1927-1929
Union Street School, Grades 1 and 2

School inevitably caught up with me. It didmatter that Pershing aAdlan
were already in school - anticipation of the mysterious unknown was scary

The trauma had begun a month or so before when | was takenkoddr for
my smallpox vaccination. Maybe | remembered the ordeal of my cut Wisatever
caused my feai let it be shown. | pulled back my arm, went to the fl&arked,
squealed. Eventually the doctor and my captors got the job done, and of course
hadnt felt a thing.

Like most kids in those days, | went straight into the first grade without
benefit of nursery school or kindgrten. Probably because it was close to home, it
was the public Union Street School in which | was enrolled in September 1927 rathe
than the more distant Catholic school.

Union Street was a square, unadorned red-brick building two blocks from
Cumberland main business street. It was only a ten-minute walk from home, but
because it required crossing the railroad tracks that intersected Baltimore Stree
Mother walked me each morning until | was well-trained in safdtgere was a
subway under the tracks that | had to use when unaccompanied. Its odor i
unfogettable: on good days, damp-smelling; on bad days, reeking of urine.
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Eventually it was evident that | could be trusted to obey the watchman and was
allowed to avoid the subway except when a train on the track would delay me. (In
1991 | walked through that same subway “for old tsneake” and it smelled the
same as more than sixty years before!

My first-grade teacher was Miss Helen Birmingham, a short, sweet lady
whom my mother knewMy only recollections: Reading aloud “The Little Red Hen,”
| hesitated on a word and Zelda Miller (fat, black-rimmed glasses, bright and knew
it) piped up with the elusive word, “again.” | played triangle in the rhythm band: |
wore a little white uniform, which my mother saved and it is still around today

Miss Ort was my second-grade teach8he was tall and had lots of halr
sat behind Dottie Lindsay who sneaked me a carfalgntine heart that read “kiss
me.” | did. Sarah Louise Oliver told Miss Ort and she sent a note home. | have nc
idea what it said, but | can imagine Mother being a little embarrassed, while Jeanett:
was no doubt much amused.

Two whole school years and this is all | remember! But | whtad good
start, as proved by my performance at Saints Peter ang.Paul’

ii - 1929-1933
Saints Peter and PasilSchool, Grades 3 - 6

By going to the public school | had not been able to receive my first
communion in the Catholic church, in which | had been baptized. In the parochial
school, children normally were prepared for this event during the course of the
second grade and in May participated in the beautiful ceremony of the first receptior
of the consecrated bread and wine. In those days, at least in our town, the opportuni
for Catholic children in public schools to obtain the necessary preparation was not
available as it is todayMy father a Protestant, agreed when he married my mother
a Catholic, that their children would be baptized and raised in the Catholic faith.
There was no alternative but to enroll me in Saints Peter and Paul parish school in th
third grade to begin in September 1929. (Had | not transferred, | might not have me
my future wife!)

The transition was not easylit was a good four times farther to the new
school. Union Street was so close that | coulordfto dawdle in my walk to school.
The habit had become ingrained and now | still dawdled - and was late every
morning. To make matters worse, | had to be at school an hour earlier than before
because the children were expected to attend Mass before classes Treggmg
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up the aisle every morning after the service had started drew too many embarrassir
stares, so eventually | reformed my straggling ways and began to settle into the
regimen of discipline which Catholic schools are noted for

Until now, my rdigious training had consisted of Mother’s teaching me the
Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary and | knew the grace before med sthat we always said
in unison at Wallaces'. At Saint Pete’'s, | was immersed in the Catholic faith. There
were many new prayers to memorize: the ApostlesCreed, the Glory Be to the Father,
the Angel of God, the Acts of Love, of Hope, of Charity, the Angelus. We learned

5 Rt i R '
The “new” (in 1931) Saints Peter and Paul School/Ursuline Academy.
The steeple is that of nearby SP&P church.

stories from the Bible aswell. 1n addition, | had to attend specia First Confession and
Firsg Communion preparation classes with the second-grade children. Finally, and
hardest of dl for me, was catechism - the questions and answers on the teachings of the

Church. We were required to memorize everything and | found that agonizingly
difficult at first because most of the time | had no idea what the words meant.

Mother helped me in the evening but | usually got too sleepy to learn much.
It wasAunt Jeanette who, in the afternoon after school, took me in hand and drilled
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me on the questions and answers required for the next day¥. She was not a
Catholic so the material was as arcane to her as it was to me. | was-hairéar
little nephew a Rohrerand she was determined that | do well in school.

Suddenly having a strangely attired person, a nun, for a teacher rather than a
ordinary looking woman might have been an intimidating experience. But God was
good! My third-grade teacher happened to be a smiling, caring, eminently humane
lady, who, | felt, liked me from the start. Egetic and creative, she was
appropriately named Sist¥italis.

Never can | faget Sistels Maryland Day pageant. Depicting the founding of
“our Great State,” the show was peopled with little kings and queens and their royal
courts, statesmen, churchmen and soldiers, all resplendent in costumes tedious
constructed by doting parents, in my case Grandfaléace. The leading character

CWR (center) as King James in Maryland Day pageant, March 1930.
Left, Ernie Kieffer, classmate and neighborhood friend;
right, Wyand (“Junior”) Doerner, future brother-in-law

Lord Baltimore, was played by Junior Yahd, J Doerner because he was the
brightest boy in the class. (He later became my brathiaw when | married his

sister PatsyAnn, who was a queenattendant in the pageant, although she wasn’
school yet.) | too had a prominent part: King James | of England.

As a new kid from the “pup-licker” school and one who right away seemed to
be liked by the teacher was vulnerable in the eyes of the other boykey didnt
shun or taunt me at first, but in time resentment must have built up because at sorr
point | had become the tget of a conspiracy to have a pudggrappy kid from a
lower grade beat me uplhe conspirators and their pawn waylaid me on the route
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from school to my grandmothsrwhere | was headed for lunchihe kid threw me
down and threw himself on mé/e wrestled a while, but | gave up when he sat on
me and | felt his several-pound advantage. Crushed and humiliated, |1 stomped t
Grandmas and bawled and quit school forever!

Eventually | was accepted by my classmates and a few of us, including those
earlier as well as my wrestling opponent, became frieddsese were the boys who
lived in theWallaces’neighborhood on Fayette Street, my playmates on Sundays
when | visited my grandparents. | was also befriended by another set of kids whc
often played after school in Junior Doersemagnificent playhouse built by his
father Things were working out pretty well in my new school after all.

Mother and Nets were very proud of my academic progress. On my report
card | receivedA+ in most subjects and a fes and B+$. Even in Religion, a
school subject completely new to me, | had excelkdleast | thought so, but as it
turned out, my First Confession came close to being a disasber night before,
Mother wanted to hear me say thet of Contrition which | would have to say in the
confessional. | went blank. Mother prompted: “Oh, my God, | am most heartily sorry
for all my sins.....” But | couldn’continue. 1 just did’know it! Never heard of it!
Had | been out sick when that prayer was taught? Mother worked with me for a long
time until finally she was satisfied | had mastered the prayer of sorrow and repentanc
for sin, the essence of the sacrament of Penance, or sacrament of Reconciliation, ac
is now namedAnd thus disaster was averted.

First Communion the following dayMay 25, 1930, was accomplished
without a hitch as far as | was awar€he sisters, with their little clickers, ensured
that our genuflecting, standing, kneeling, marching were done in unison. In our
childish singsong, we recited our before- and &ft@mmunion prayersThen it was
all over Nine months to get ready and then, after less than anthatiwas it!

My fourth-grade teacher was Sister Bernita, a skinny woman in spite of her
full black habit, which was accentuated at the top by a sharp face encasedfin a sti
white frame. | think of her as “mean,” but I’'m sure my recollection of her is biased.
My wife had her later on and loved h&f course, it was a well-known fact that some
sisters liked only girls and others only boys, and that may explain it.

| am grateful, though, to Sister Bernita for drilling, drilling, drilling us in our
multiplication tables and other functions, as well as in spelling. Unfortunatey
incident was enough to cloud my perception of her forevemumber of boys,
including me, had done something to displease Sister Bernita—laughing, talking ot
some other “sinful” act, so she lined us up to receive our punishment, a whack on th
palms of the hands with a metal-edged rulérhad witnessed this chastisement
before, but it would be my first time to receive it and | was scared, humiliated,
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apprehensive of the paifWhen it was my turn to be executed, | bolted and ran home
to my GrandmotheWwallaces, crying, swearing | would never go back to what | saw
as a mean witch and that awful school. 1 did, of course.

| have real difiiculty reconciling the fourth-grade ruler scene with the image
of the serious, disciplined altar boy that | was on the way to becoming that very year
| cant believe that at the age of nine or ten, | memorized the responses to the Mas
prayersin Latin. Needless to say had no idea of what they meanthe novice
servers were taught by the religious brothers who were members of the Capuchil
community that administered the Saints Peter and Paul church and monakesry
were hard taskmastersand our training stuck. Later the nunstook over altar boy training.

Main and side altars of Saints Peter and Paul Church, where CWR served
as altar boy and received the sacraments.

For the first few months, the new servers only participated in Solemn High
Masses on big feast days like Christmas and Eagferwere torch (candle) bearers
in the entrance procession and during the canon of the Mass, now called gye litur
of the Eucharist.Then we were trained in the choreography of the ritual of serving
the priest during Masst “low” Mass we served alone or with one partner; at “high”
Mass there were four altar boys. Serving by myself was anxiety time at first, but then
| soon found it was fun because | got toed@rything

An altar boys life was a hard life for a youngster like me who already had
enough trouble getting up in time to go to school, let alone for the 7:00 weekday Mass
when it was my turn. But | enjoyed it. | remained an altar boy all during high school
and even at times when | was in freny. The role had brought the Catholic ligyr
close to my heart and remained there over the years.
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By now | had friends at Saint Petewwho lived in the Fayette Street
neighborhood, so on SundaysVeallaces’l did not lack playmates. | remember
especially Ernie Kidér, Leo “Skinny” McGann, his cousin Bernard McGann and
Francis “Penny” Shédr.

An exciting event had taken place in that 1930-31 school year. A new
school building was to be built! Our ancient school on Fayette Street was torn
down in 1931 and the classes were farmed out to two or three available buildings

in the area. The fourth grade was
among those that finished out the
school term in the formekllegany
County Academy on Washington
Street, a white building with fat
pillars in front. (It later housed, and
still does in 1994, the Allegany
County Public Library.) In May
1931, the cornerstone of the new
school was laid.

When school reopened in
September 1931, | went into the
Fifth Grade in our big new shiny
red-brick school building on Fayette
Street, essentially where the old
building had stood. Could we brag
now! Did the Publics have anything
this keer? No other elementary
school had a gymnasium (even
though it was mainly for the girls’
Charles William Rohrer, age 11 (1932) hlgh SChOO|, Ursuline Academy
which was also housed in the new building)ad we didnt have to go outside the
building to play—our outdoor playground was on the roof of the gymnasium! More
than ever | was glad | had transferred to Saint Pete’

My fifth-grade teacher was Sist&nton, she with the sallow complexion, a chronic
sniff and a midwestern accenthankfully, she was in that hypothetical “Likes Boys”
column.And I liked Sister The next yearwhen she was transferred to a school in
Nebraska, | wrote to her and received a sweet regplich is among my memorabilia.

Little roly-poly Sister Richard taught me in the sixth grade. | confidently credit
her with pounding into me an indispensable groundwork in “higher” mathematics,
like decimals and percentagend it was she who thoroughly prepared me to become
a “soldier of Christ” through reception of the sacrament of Confirmation.
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| liked Sister Richard. Unfortunatelyny most lasting picture of her is not
flattering. It's a pitifully comic picture, that of a distraught woman grappling with
some big, struggling boytrying to paddle his bottom. Poor Sist&he was so
dedicated to teaching that when hdoe$ were frustrated by uncooperative pupils
she sometimes blew up. Rotten kids, all of us, in varying degrees!

| believe it was in this year of religious inspiration that | asked my mother for
a missal - a book containing the complete prayers said by the priest at each Mas
throughout the yeaboth in English and Latin! It had more than 1,400 pages, but its
very thin paper kept it to manageable siZend | used it! But reading the English
translation of what the priest was saying was more like a game than a spiritua
exercise.There was at least this advantagéhen | began studying Latin in school
the next yearl already had a comfortable familiarity with the language.

Saints Peter and PasilSchool went only to the sixth grade for boys while the
girls went into the seventh grade in Ursulfgademy The boys were expected to
start at LaSalle Institute, a boyahior and senior high school run by the Christian
Brothers. My friends Junior Doernddobby KienhoferEd Neus and others would
be going there. Ernie Kifgr, by now a close Fayette Street buddws going to
enroll in the public school, claiming it had better athletic teams and it was a shorter
walk from home. He persuaded me to go there, too, and since it was free, while
LaSalle chaged tuition (even more than the 75 cents a month at SS Peter ars, Paul’
| didn’t have to beg my mother to let me go with Ernie to sign Tipus began my
beloved years gillegany.
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