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My Father’s Funeral
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     My earliest memory of my Uncle Tom was during my father’s funeral in 1949.  I was six years old.  Because I didn’t want to stay with my mother at Grandpa and Gram Fitzgerald’s house during the wake, Uncle Tom drove me back and forth from Newark Ave to my house on Hudson Place.  When they were ready to move the casket out of the house, the honor guard, using 1/8 blanks, fired their salute.  All the ex-servicemen, with tears in their eyes, gave a hand salute.    I remember him explaining to me why the military honor guard was there for the funeral.  He said my father was a brave man giving his life for his country and the honor guard was our country’s way of showing respect and saying thank you for the sacrifice he made.

     At the cemetery he held my hand while Grandpa, Gram and my mother said their goodbyes to my father.  Uncle Tom was a great comfort at a time that was very confusing to me.  Everyone was saying that my father was “back home”, but I would not be able to see him.  Uncle Tom stayed with me at the cemetery, taking me to the gravesite so I could place the flower on the casket as it was lowered into the ground.

The Growing Up Years

     My mother didn’t drive so Uncle Tom used to come to Hudson Place and take us to his home on Orchard Street for visits.  I remember Grandpa and Gram Fitz would be there, too.  We’d have dinner, watch TV and sing songs.  

     Uncle Tom made me some toys.  He made me a rocking horse I named “Tony” and a red wagon.  He also made me a machine gun and rifle out of wood.  I loved these toys – and so did my friends in the neighborhood.  No one else had a “life size” machine gun!  

     In high school, I used to stop by to visit Gram and Uncle Tom and the family on Liberty Street.  I left school in 1960 and he used to “put me to work” helping him around the house.  One project he had me do was to clean out the garage.  I arrived early in the morning before he went to work so he could show me exactly what he wanted done.  As soon as he was gone, however, I would go in to the house to have a cup of coffee and toast with Gram.  I guess I spent too much time visiting with Gram because he fired me.  I got even with him, though.  I went into the garage and put everything back in a mess.  Gram got a good laugh from it, but did tell me I was wrong for doing it.

     Uncle Tom and I spent time in his den on the third floor where we would talk about a lot of things.  On the wall, he had pictures of my father and pictures of himself in baseball and football uniforms.  He told me stories about the years my father played baseball for the White Eagles and St. Valentine’s AC’s in Bloomfield.  Uncle Tom was also a catcher for a Bloomfield team and played football at Bloomfield High School on championship teams coached by Bill “Red” Foley.  When I was about ten years old, Uncle Tom gave me my father’s catcher’s mitt and mask.

Working With Tom

     In 1961, Uncle Tom sponsored me for a job with Local 32.  I worked with him as his apprentice on and off for two years before I went into the Army.  On jobs, I usually called him Tom or Tommy Fitz, but when I called him “boss man” he’d get mad.  His nickname for me was “knucklehead” or “woodenhead”.  And when I did something “stupid” (like singing the “repeat” when we were doing the Sing Along With Mitch Miller off of the TV), he’d smack me on the side of the head and say, “God Damn Boob”.  

     He had an area in the basement set up to teach me the “tools of the trade”.  There he gave me lessons, and short cuts, on how to sew the canvas for covering pipes.  I liked his workshop in the basement.  My interest in working with power tools to make things is because he took the time to teach me.  Uncle Tom was a craftsman when it came to making furniture and building things.  He told me that his interest in woodworking came from his grandfather, Pop Johnston.  

Local 32 Stories

The Robert Treat Hotel

     This was a big job in Newark, NJ that lasted most of the winter.  We’d start early and quit early.  We had to park in a lot off of Route 21 and walk to the hotel a few city blocks away.  He’d have me drive his car so I could drop him off at the front door of the hotel.  Then I’d have to park the old black Ford and walk back in the cold to the job site.  It would be the same, but in reverse, at the end of the day.  One afternoon, I decided to take a short ride before picking him up.  I made a wrong turn and got lost on the side streets in Newark.  It took me an hour to find my way back to the hotel.  He was pissed!  I lied and told him I had trouble starting the car.  The next morning he took the car to his auto mechanic, but he found nothing wrong with the car.  Now Tom was really pissed!  I just let it “go in one ear and out the other”, but from that day on he would park the car and we both walked to the job site in the cold.

The Movie Theater, Leona, NJ

     This was a dirty job on the roof where we had to insulate and waterproof the air ducks.  It was hot so we’d start work at 6:30 am and quit at 1 pm.  When we first started working this job, we went downstairs to use the men’s room to wash up for lunch.  The janitor for the theater just about killed us for getting the sinks wet.  He was huge – 6’4” and 300 lbs - but didn’t have a lot of brain power.  Those bathrooms were his pride and joy and he wasn’t about to let us mess them up.  We didn’t argue when he told us to use the rest room in the gas station across the street.  

     One day we needed to clean some old cement out of one of the buckets.  I told Tom that I was going to sneak down to the theater’s men’s room to do the job.  But when I dumped the dirty cement water into the toilet, the damn thing spilled over and water was everywhere!  In a panic I went back to the roof and told Tom about the “situation”.  While the janitor was sleeping, Tom stood guard at the door as I cleaned up the mess with a plunger and mop.  Luckily, we didn’t get caught.

     After we got all the insulation on, we had to waterproof using 5 gallon cans of black tar.  Tom called the local for an extra man to help.  They sent us a “real winner” by the name of George Lyons.  A real wacko, he arrived to work wearing a pair of shorts!  All he wanted to do was sit in the sun and listen to his radio.  Tom was pretty upset and so was I.  

     I was the helper, so it was my job every morning to make the “coffee run”.  One morning when I was heading out to get our coffee and rolls, Tom gave me extra money and told me to stop at the drug store to buy some Ex-lax to put in George’s coffee.  He liked lots of sugar, so Tom figured he wouldn’t detect it.  An hour later, George was no longer sitting in the sun!  

     We never told George that the theater’s men’s room was “off limits”.  When the Ex-lax took effect, that’s where he headed.  Tom and I got a good laugh watching George being chased out of the men’s room, heading for the gas station, holding his pants up with his hands!  We knew George would be back looking for us so we used a plank of wood to bridge the space between the theater and the next building and went down the fire escape to avoid him.  Luckily we didn’t have to return to that job for about a week and we never did meet up with George again.  We sure had a lot of laughs over the years about old George!

Military years

     After working for Local 32 a couple of years, I decided to join the Army.  After my basic training I was stationed at Fort Dix for about five months and used to come home on weekends.  On Sunday afternoons, before reporting back to the base, I’d stop by to visit Gram, Uncle Tom, Aunt Bert and my cousins. When I was stationed in Germany, Uncle Tom would write me every month.  I remember he once wrote that since I was defending our country, he was going to sell his war bonds.

First Marriage

     My first wife died in October 1971, after only two years of marriage.  After the funeral I had to wait over two months before the gravestone could be delivered.  Uncle Tom made  a beautiful large cross to be use as a grave marker until the stone was installed.  It was stolen just two days before the    

   stone was ready to be set.

     When Uncle Tom was all dressed up, wearing the fedora hat so popular with men of his age, I would sometimes see him walking up Liberty Street towards Bloomfield Center.  Smoking his pipe, he used to remind me of Bing Crosby.  I didn’t see much of him those last few years he lived on Liberty Street before moving to Maine in 1988, but sometimes we talked on the phone.  I did have one or two opportunities to talk with him in the early 1990’s.  It was good to have those “man to man” conversations one last time before he died.
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