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Several mentors played a very positive role in my life.  They were not trained as such and they were just acting naturally.  But their influence has a very positive and lasting effect.
Mrs. Musser was my 2nd grade teacher.  My dad died when I was in 2nd grade.  She knew what I was going through and her warm and loving nature helped a lot.  I had a crush on her and wrote in a report card that I wanted to marry her when I grew up.  What I remember most happened outside of classroom.  Her husband had a gymnasium and several of the students would go there and play on the trampoline.  We would bounce around for hours working up a sweat.  The hardest part was when we were all on the large trampoline at the same time.  With everyone jumping at different times the rhythm of the trampoline was irregular.  Just when you were coming down, the trampoline would come up at you and knock you flat.  All the kids ended up sprawled on the trampoline convulsed with laughter.   This is a bright and shining memory.

Dick Bentz was Dickie’s dad.  I remember two things from him.  First a visit to the Air Force base at my home town.  It was fascinating getting to see all the planes close up.  The second thing was his wonderful train set in the basement of their house.  We had to be careful, but we could play there.  This obviously influenced Dickie (now Rick) as he joined the Coast Guard and now works on the railroads.
Lloyd Lebo was Phil’s dad.  He was a man’s man and in the house we found old World War II ammunition and lots of shotgun shells.  He also took us out on trips in the back of his pickup truck.  We’d bounce around and then hang on tight when we came to a corner.  Can’t do that today!  We drove all through the hills around our town and once found one place that was rich in plant fossils.  I still have a few.  On the way back from this, a piece of dirt blew in my eye and it hurt.  He stopped the truck and using a match (not the tip) plucked it out.  All the while I was yelling that he was going to burn my eye.  He took us along one night to a skeet shooting site.  It was a large pond glowing with flood lights.  The launcher would snap, the skeets would fly out over the pond, the shotguns would boom out, and everyone watched to see if the skeet was hit.  While we were too young to shoot, it was quite a change of pace.  Unfortunately Lloyd died shortly after my dad died, so both Phil and I were adrift.

Paul was a young science school teacher at the high school where my mom was working while I was a student in a different high school.  Since he was only about 6 years older than me he seemed more like an older brother.  He had a house nearby and it was a lovely chaos.  My friends and I joked that he had a speed limit sign on his bathroom door.  His great interest which he imparted in me was cave exploring.  Not on a tour, but do-it-yourself with flashlights and a carbide lamp.  One day he took me, my friend Lyman, and two high school girls to Shippensburg in his VW bug – quite a squeeze.  We went to a cave whose entrance had been buried by the interstate.  To get to the real entrance we had to crawl a long way through a corrugated tunnel.  Once entering the cave we came to the first obstacle – the passageway narrowed to less than two feet tall and two feet wide.  Then it dipped into a U-shaped segment.  We had to worm our way through this.  At the bottom of the U was about six inches of water and mud.  We had to hold our lights out in front of us and by the time we got through that segment we were soaked.    The cave did not have many interesting formations and was mostly mud.  We were committed to explore every part.  Along one passageway we say a branching passageway about ten feet off the floor.  There was a stream of water coming out of the branching passageway and this formed a small pond at the intersection.  The walls were mud.  We attempted to climb the walls, but kept slipping down and falling into the pond.  We got further soaked and soon the pond became mud soup.  To get up the wall we had to form a pyramid with the last person to climb the pyramid and explore the other passageway.  Every time we got the pyramid in place we would start laughing and it would collapse us all into the muddy pond.  We must have tried a dozen times.  Finally we got it right and one of the girls explored the branching passageway.  It went ten feet and stopped.    We left the cave and put cloths on the seats of the VW. Going to Paul’s mom’s house we got clean by spraying each other with a garden hose.  We were caked with mud and it took quite a while to get it off.  We had lunch and then went to a second cave in the afternoon.  This one was a dry cave and also did not have many formations.  It did have pits though.  We came up to one of them and Paul lowered a rope down it.  It must have been about 25 feet deep.  We climbed down to the bottom of the pit, but there was not much to see.  Climbing out was a different matter.  I was the last to leave.  I was not very strong or familiar with rope climbing and I just made it.  On the way back home I was sitting in the back of Paul’s VW next to one of the girls.  She squeezed her thigh against mine in an invitation.  Shyly I smiled, squeezed back, but did not pursue it.  My interest in cave exploration lasted all through college, and I wore my cave exploration outfit to the Halloween party where I met my wife.
My Uncle Steve was a product of my grandfather and was rarely open and communicative.  He worked in a rendering plant in a near-by town.  He would come home smelling terribly – but he made the best mince meat pies!  The thing that influenced me the most was a slide show.  He and his wife Ginny had taken a trip out West in their mobile home.  The scenes from the painted dessert, Utah and the national parks were captivating.  After seeing them, I knew where I wanted to spend my life.  Many years later when I was applying to graduate school, I only gave serious consideration to those in the West.  It’s my home today.

My Uncle Len was the closest thing to a male role model.  While my grandmother’s and grandfather’s influences left most of their boys cold and stiff, Len came out enjoyably the opposite.  He was a great rumbly-bumbly countryman with a big heart.  He taught me how to hold a catfish when you’re cleaning it so that the sharp spines don’t cut you.  He showed me how to recognize the difference between worms and leaches when you’re looking for bait near the water.  He also told me all about plants around his home – the lane was full of wild raspberries and I used to gorge myself.  There was also myrtle and other edible plants.  But most of all he showed me how to be truly affectionate to a woman.  He was married three times.  His first marriage did not work out and he described her as “So mean the Devil wouldn’t have her” – a wonderful rural and religious turn of the phrase.  But his second and third wives he adored, and showed it.  They were always touching or saying kind things to each other.  His second wife Mercy died and since he could not be without a woman in his life he married a third time to Ruth.  One time I took Len and Ruth out to dinner at a nice restaurant across town.  Ruth commented that she hadn’t been so far from home in years.  Another time I took Len to a Benihana restaurant for lunch – he’d never seen anything like it and talked about it often.  Later Ruth became ill, and I remember the touching scene with her dying in the hospital and Uncle Len tenderly caressing her.  His love was so genuine, obvious and moving.  Len also taught me the power of faith.  He was very religious and wanted to be a minister, but my grandmother would not allow it.  He was often singling hymns with feeling and rarely missed Sunday services.  He went to several nearby churches and rated them as we might rate wines.  As we drove around, he say that this church had a stiff congregation and wasn’t very warm.  That church was lively, but the organist didn’t know the hymns well.  Another church had great music, but the minister didn’t quite get the gospel right.  While no one fit his discerning taste, he always found something of value.  When Len became ill and could not live at home anymore, the children of Ruth took care of him and put him in an excellent home.  Len had a daughter from his first marriage, but she never stopped in to see him until the final days when he was in a coma.  I and my only cousin Dorothy Jane (the daughter of Uncle Steve) would visit whenever we could.  I would go there when on business.  At times his medication was not right and he would be delusional.    It was a shame to see such a good man corrupted because of this imbalance and become a vile person – fortunately this did not happen much.  When he was feeling good, I would take him on a drive around the area.  We’d stop by Mercy’s and Ruth’s graves, or he would get me to take him to a local shop where he’d buy a pouch of Red Man chewing tobacco – something he loved, but which he was not supposed to have.  On another occasion he confided in me that “he couldn’t be a man to a woman anymore”.  It took me a few seconds to decode what he meant.  He also confided that he was interested in the nurse-receptionist – a young woman he met when he was a school bus driver and she was a student!  Event though he was in his 80’s and had three wives, he just wasn’t about to quit living or loving women.  He lived a full and complete life and was a great model for me even later in life – he was a man in full.
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