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Images of Childhood


The family dinner table, summers on the lake, and the toy closet at Grandma Esther’s house all bring back memories of growing up in Wisconsin.  Growing up in the Sixties was a little different than life today.  The family dinner table was the center of conversation and celebration.  Each day, my family met at the table to talk about the day.  Even if my father had work to do at the office, he took time to come home and join us for dinner.  Fast food meant grilled cheese sandwiches instead of meatloaf and potatoes. Celebrations included both sets of grandparents seated around the family dinner table competing for our attention.


For the first seventeen years of my life, I spent every summer with my grandparents.  Although they lived only an hour from my home, the cottage on the lake was where I learned to swim, fish, skate, and drive a snowmobile.  My grandfather owned a distributing business.  His job was to distribute beer, cheese, chickens, and soft drinks.  Each summer my sisters and I would visit for at least a month.  Mornings were spent at the office, where we often played on the beer cases, explored the basement of the warehouse, or pretended we were running the business. Afternoons were spent at the cottage, swimming, fishing, or pretending that the big canopy beds in our bedroom were Conestoga wagons. There were no video games, VCR’s, DVD’s, or CD’s.   Because my grandmother ran the financial end of the business, she provided a strong role model for her five granddaughters. I never doubted that I too would someday be a working mom. 


While visiting my grandparents on the lake, my sisters and I would always take time to visit my other set of grandparents in La Crosse.  Unlike my maternal grandparents, my father’s parents lived on a tight budget.  My grandmother worked at a drycleaners and my grandfather worked as a postal carrier. Visiting their house meant dressing up in Esther’s old shoes and playing with her jewelry, pretending to cook, or playing dolls in the living room. Like visiting my other grandparents, we spent much time using our imagination, role-playing, and pretending to be grown-up.  Unlike my other grandmother, Esther made all of our dolls’ clothing by hand.  I don’t think I ever noticed the difference in their economic status until I was in high school. 


When I look back at my own childhood, I feel blessed to have experienced the close extended family relationships that I had.  As I look at my own family, I note that my children are separated from both sets of grandparents by hours. While my children still have two parents living at home, they will never have the experience of sitting down to a meal with both sets of grandparents, or spending a day surrounded by relatives as they share in a day long pitch-in. In addition, the family dinner table has taken second place to softball games, dance lessons, and soccer.  As I look back at my childhood, I feel lucky for the time that my family set aside to let me grow-up.  

