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It is far too easy for a young man to ignore the voice of an old one. It is a simple task not learning from their experience, not listening to their stories, and not appreciating their unique traits. Their experience, we mistakenly believe, can tell us nothing of our own. Their stories are dismissed as the ramblings of the senile and their unique traits are written off as being eccentric or boring.  


It is my misfortune that I did not learn these lessons earlier in my life. I, of course, wasn’t thinking about this as my father’s car carried me at age seven down the unkempt road toward my Great Uncle Samuel’s house. I didn’t know the reason for this visit then, and I do not know the reason now, although, I do have my hunches. After all, it would only be a year or so after the visit that my parent’s would begin their violent divorce.  I do remember how quiet both of my parents were as they drove me out to the old farmhouse. The silence seemed to exude from both of them, and hung in the air as the smog now hangs out. The radio, usually tuned to NPR so that my father could stay versed in the events of the day, sat silently in the console. Even the reassuring voices of the journalists were scared mute by the tension. It may just be my more mature brain adding detail to a memory, but I would swear if interrogated that I saw a tear in my mother’s eye as she led me toward the door.


My other memories of Great Uncle Samuel are few. He was an enigmatic figure in my life, a giant of an old man who would show up from time to time with licorice for me, corn from his field for my mother, and sometimes a bottle of brandy for the adults to 

share. I knew few details about the man, other than that he was a giant, even in his advanced age. He stood well over six feet, his large hands were covered in calluses he had earned from years of farming, and his skin appeared to be made of leather. My mother admired him, he was her favorite uncle and I bear his name. My father had wanted to name me after himself, and I now suspect that was part of the reason he didn’t like the old man.


The last thing my father did before leaving me with my uncle was take me aside 
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and ruffle my hair in the annoying way he always did when he wanted to tell me something he suspected was to grown up for my young mind. A year later, he would come into my room, ruffle my hair in the same manner and explain that he and my mother were no longer going to be living together.


“Now, champ,” he said, squinting beneath the August sun, “do yourself a favor, and don’t take everything your Great Uncle says to heart.”

“What do you mean,” I asked.


“Well… Samuel’s an old man; he’s not rowing with both oars in the water, so to speak.” This expression befuddled my young mind. In retrospect, I wonder why he was so willing to leave me with someone who he didn’t think was entirely sane. “Now, don’t get me wrong, your uncle was a great man, he stormed the shores of Normandy and all that, but don’t be surprised if some of his stories are a bit… nutty.”  I nodded, even if I didn’t understand.  What was so great about going to a beach named Normandy? Shortly following this warning, my father and mother drove off, again in their strange silence,

 leaving me with the nutty old man.

*****


Great Uncle Samuel took me inside and gave me a big glass of lemonade. I drank it, found it to be surprisingly sweet, and asked for a second glass.


“You done already, my Gawd.” The old man laughed, and gladly poured me another helping. “If you keep up at this rate, we ain’t going to have enough foodstuffs to last us a week!” He let out a bellow of a laugh that was loud, like the roar of a lion I had once seen in a zoo. He looked at the jersey I was wearing with disdain. “Now, how is it that a great nephew of mine could be a fan of the Boston Red Sox.” Actually, I wasn’t much interested in baseball at that age. The Red Sox jersey had been a present from my father, who grew up in Massachusetts. The old man didn’t wait for an answer to continue. Great Uncle Samuel        
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“Always been a New York Yankees fan myself. I got a collection of memorabilia, if you want to see it.” At the time, I didn’t.


He led me from the kitchen to a larger room. Two cases leaned against a large piano that sat in the corner. Noticing my curiosity, Uncle Samuel opened one. Inside was a horn that looked well played and worn from the years.


“That’s called a trumpet, Sammy. You wanna hear an old man make noise with it?” I nodded, trying to be polite. He played a few measures of a tune that sounded somewhat familiar, some song from an age long before my birth. Of course, seven year olds have no attention span and not much in the way of musical taste. Great Uncle 

Samuel wanted me to be interested, even at my young age I could tell that, but unfortunately, I couldn’t bring myself to pay attention. 


“Oh well, forget it boy, I don’t do the song justice anyway. Now you should have seen some of the old guys who used to play. I saw Miles live in New York one day with some friends of mine, that was something.” The old man was now sitting down on a chair opposite of the piano, staring distantly, as if he was still watching some old jazz legend playing in concert.”

“Who’s Miles?” I asked. The old man let out another bellowing, earth-shattering laugh.


“That would be Miles Davis, boy. I met him in 1954 in a club in New York. Him and a few other great jazzmen, Thelonious Monk, Percy Heath, Charles Mingus, a few others. This old man had quite the life before coming to this here farm.” This would become a common theme for Samuel to touch on.  He would claim throughout that visit and throughout other visits, I had with the man that he met all sorts of famous 
individuals. These included President Eisenhower, and his Vice President, who Great Uncle Samuel seemed not to respect. “He was a weasel, and I knew it long before Bernstein and Woodward wrote their damned book,” was all he would say without bothering to explain himself. While he may have been in exceptionally good physical health for his age, I was starting to see my father’s point about the oars. I didn’t mind the
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stories so much. After all, he didn’t have a television. 

****


At the end of the week, my father came to pick me up just as he had promised. He seemed to be very solemn on that night, and in no mood for etiquette. He knocked on the door rather loudly around nine o’clock. Great Uncle Samuel got up slowly from the piano bench were he had been seated, playing an old song by Duke Ellington. My great uncle met him as well. Samuel sighed when he heard my father’s impatient knocking.


“Keep your shirt on, I’ll be their in a minute.”

“Samuel,” my father called from the porch “I told you to have the kid ready by nine.”

“Well, forgive me for not expecting you to be early for the first time in your life.” The old man opened the door, and my father walked in gruffly.


“You ready to go,’ he said to me without another word to the old man. I nodded. “Good, do you need help getting your stuff to the car?” I didn’t. We started to leave, and Great Uncle Samuel called after me. 


“It was pleasure having you, Sammy,” he said, “come back any time ya’wish.”

“Sure,” I said half-heartedly. Great Uncle Samuel could be interesting for an old person, but it had been a boring week without any children my own age or access to T.V.


The car ride was as quiet as the one up to the farmhouse, although my mother was suspiciously absent.  My father occasionally would ask me a question or two about how my stay had been. I told him it had been fun.  I told him how Great Uncle Samuel met all kinds of interesting people.


“I wouldn’t put much stock in those stories, Champ. He‘s an old man, he‘s lonely, and I don‘t blame him for trying to make his life a bit more interesting then it actually was.” I nodded when my father said this, but I didn’t quite believe him. Not that me at seven would have dared think my father was capable of lying. But at the same time, the old man had been insistent upon the truth of his stories, they didn’t sound like hyperbole. 
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*****


The next few years were among the most chaotic of my life. I already mentioned that my parents divorced, and they were unable to hide from me just how brutal a process that was.  Plans for split custody were constantly made by one party and then rejected by the other. My father’s influence slowly faded from my life, and by the time I was 13, my mother remarried. I constantly fought with her new husband, and was bizarrely looking forward to seeing Great Uncle Samuel, my namesake, again that summer. I hadn’t seen him since I was seven, and I was looking forward to hearing more of his improbable stories and perhaps learning some piano from him. This visit would never happen.


Great Uncle Samuel was not one to die quietly in his sleep. A mishap with the farm equipment finally sent him into the next life. It probably would not have been fatal, had he not lived so far from town. He had once told me that he had brought the farmhouse in order to escape the hustle and bustle of New York City. He was found dead days later by a Jehovah’s Witness who came to the door with pamphlets. One of the pamphlets read The End is near. Of course, Jehovah’s Witness was a little late with that particular message.


My mother was named executer, and was perplexed to find that he had left all of his books as well as sports, music, and historic memorabilia to me. His will stated that “Little Sammy could do far more with them than I can.”

My father was not there when I checked the study, the contents of which were left to me. I wish he were. He would have seen what I did, a photo of Great Uncle Samuel accepting an award for sports journalism. Yogi Berra and other prominent athletes of the day were present. Uncle Samuel also had a picture of himself shaking hands with Eisenhower, Richard Nixon sulking in the background. The photo was labeled “Correspondents Diner,” but no year was given.  I had no idea that the man who I was named for had once been a journalist, or that his stories had been true.  His office was littered with signed baseballs and team jerseys, as well as newspaper clippings and 
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awards. Sitting in the office, my hands full of memorabilia that now belonged to me and which must cost a fortune, I wept a little. After all, the strange old farmer who I had barely known, the man with callused hands that would show up with licorice for me and brandy for my mother, had been a national treasure. And I hadn’t even noticed.

. 

