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Whoever said “war is hell” should have added “so is Christmas.” That would have made 
more sense of my father's life, or given it some ironic justice.  And it may have made more sense 
of my early life, when on top of a trailer late one Christmas Eve, I experienced my first moments 
of transcendence.

In World War II my father fought in the 14th Armored Division, crossed the bridge at Remagen, and entered Dachau just hours after liberation. Days later he celebrated the Allied victory in a Munich beer hall, before spending eight months in Germany as part of the Allied Occupation.  When he returned home to the South Side of Chicago on Christmas Eve, 1945, he was suffering from a great fatigue.  He wore his uniform night and day, talked to no one, and refused to leave his parent's house.  Three years in the war had left their mark. 
     
Gradually he snapped out of it and returned to his old supervisor's job at the stockyards, then left suddenly to buy a tavern with his war bonds.  Later that year and just as suddenly, he rented a vacant lot and with his younger brother began a seasonal business that would last nearly half a century.  One block long and one block wide, from the street to the alley, it was known as the North Woods, the largest Christmas tree lot on the South Side.

     
It's heyday enveloped my youth, from the mid-fifties to the early seventies, when everybody bought a Christmas tree.  And its heyday shaped my life. For working with my father each December became an observance of something partly concealed, a reliving of the past. To my father that lot was more than just a place to instill the values of hard work; there was something from the war he was settling up out there. 
     
To the east were the Back of the Yards, to the west a broken-down airport. Two blocks south were the headquarters of the American Nazi Party. And in the middle stood an open lot.

It was the day after Thanksgiving.  In a cold rain, my father, uncle, brother and I began to dig hundreds of holes into the late November ground, to support rows and rows of pipe that would hold each tree.  Splashed to the eyebrows in mud, we positioned each pipe, hammered it down, and packed it with wet earth.  While my uncle bent down with a yardstick and measured the rows, my father, dressed in his World War Two fatigues, began to rib my uncle about his perfectionist methods.
 
“What are ya doing down there, looking for land mines?” he asked, encouraging my brother and me to laugh with him. 

    
 My uncle, dressed in his Korean War outfit, looked up with a poker face and reported that the rows were uneven and the holes would have to be dug again.  It was a scene I had witnessed many times before: two brothers, opposites, competing for space on the same battlefield.  An argument always followed. After a long silence my father would look up at the sky and intone to my uncle: “We're losing the light.  If you wanna recreate the world and it's holes, you're on your own. The rest of us are gonna keep digging.” 

      
And we did.  Even in the dark.
     
“This should be a lesson to you two,” my father lectured up from his shovel. 

     
“What have I always told ya?  Get an education!  So ya don't end up like me, working with my hands.” 
     
The sentiment was sincere but the self pity was staged: my father loved working with his hands--building shelves, painting walls, tarring his roof and driveway. He also loved to discount his younger brother's education: my uncle had gone to college; my father had quit high school to work in the stockyards.  He even liked to poke fun at my uncle's Korean War service with comments like: “Would be the college boy who gets the shorter war.”

Next came putting up the shack, a homemade contraption of wooden panels and boards, nailed shut and topped with a canvas roof, the only shelter from the approaching South Side winter.  While the others mounted ladders to string light bulbs around the lot, I sullenly hammered the post of Santa's mailbox into the ground, then pounded down signs reading: 
NO DEER HUNTING and REINDEER CROSSING.  
      
I was fourteen that year and had worked the lot since I was seven. There was something about the South Side that made one distrust Christmas, something almost novelistic in its pursuit of big dumb gods. And that year I could think of nothing bigger or dumber than that lot. Why was each December a month of combat?  I felt enlisted in somebody else's war. 

Which wasn’t convenient at all, as I was waging a war with my libido. As a freshman at Brother Rice High School, I found myself not only attracted to girls across the fence at Mother McAuley, but to boys in my own class. I didn’t know such a thing was possible in human experience and I felt doomed. I needed this lot like a hole in the head.
      
As my father and uncle began to argue about the straightness of the lights, my brother and I slumped against the side of the shack and discussed how not in the mood we were for maneuvers scheduled the next morning.  To the North were the train yards.

Everything centered on the train yards now, for that is where the balsam would come: 3400 in two boxcars from Nova Scotia.  With a rented u-haul tied to my father's '64 Ford station wagon, we'd pull out of the driveway of the family grocery store at dawn.  My father had designed the store and the house himself. I remember him describing the plans to a customer:  “Four levels. It's a pillbox in a sense.”  Indeed it was; the only thing it lacked was gun emplacements.  
           Off we'd go down Western Avenue, past Evergreen Plaza and Dan Ryan Woods, past a two mile stretch of new and used car lots to the White Castle on 71st, then three miles further to the train yards at 51st and Central Park. Sweating in several layers of clothing, I sat silently and pissed, vaguely fearful of the territory we were entering: Marquette Park, my father's old neighborhood: a land of working class white ethnics, racial bigots and neo-Nazi youth.              
Once at the train yards, my brother would be sent to get the stationmaster to come and open the padlock on the boxcar doors.  Shuffling like an old Russian in a Chekhov story, the stationmaster would join us in pushing and shoving and finally sliding open the vast iron door.  Even I was enlivened by the sight and smell.  There they were: 1700 trees, tied in bundles, an entire boxcar packed from top to bottom.  And behind this boxcar: another boxcar.    
And now it was my turn.  Twenty feet above one could see a tiny crawl space not more than three feet high between the top of the trees and the roof of the boxcar.  My father would back up the u-haul as close to the boxcar as possible and shout to me: 
    
“Well, let's go, Flash.  Get up there!” 
      
I would brace my foot on top of the u-haul and lurch into the mountain of embedded trees, climb slowly to the top and roll over into the crawl space.  

     
“Good, good,” my father shouted.  “Now, find the first piece of the puzzle!” 
     
Slowly I would investigate the placement of the bundles and find the spot where they would all untangle. I’d grab the end of a bundle, turn it, then point it downward to my father.  Soon the trailer was bursting with balsam and the boxcar became less filled.  I would slowly and ever so cautiously stand.  At this point, it never failed: my father would look up and bellow:  
     
 “What did I tell ya last year?  Don't step on the branches!” 
 To which I would yell back, more vehemently each year:

“How in hell do you expect me to…”
“Alright, alright, just…don’t!” he yelled back.

    
 My brother grinned annoyingly from below.  Soon the roles would be reversed; he would replace me on top of the trees.  Sweating bullets in the cold, shouting amid the roar of the trains, we would fill the trailer to the brim, close the boxcar door and make one journey back to the lot.      

     
For three days and three nights, back and forth, in the rain and in the snow: a cortege of balsam moving slowly, promenading; past the bungalows and two flats, and my father's grade school; past the plastic Santas and choirboys on the lawns; past the lugubrious front of Becvar's Funeral Parlor (where we were stopped by a cop one night and given a ticket for the tail light that was out); past the imposing facade of St. Gall Church at 55th and Sawyer, then Talman Federal on Kedzie (the real place of family worship); past the neighbors moving under the streetlights with tired, half-interested smiles; past the taverns and bakeries, VFW halls, gas stations and muffler shops, the open lots…to our lot: the North Woods.  
     
Then unloading each haul, carrying the bundles to positions in piles around the back perimeter of the lot.  If my brother dropped his end too soon, I lost my foothold in the snow or uneven ground and went flying into the air. One minute laughing, the next cursing as you tripped on the butt of a protruding trunk or chunk of ice.  Slipping, sliding, falling with the bundle on top of you, a comic Stations of the Cross.

     
Back and forth for three days, in the mud or in the snow.  But always, always the needles, everywhere: inside your clothes, in your shoes, inside your socks, in the cuffs of your pants, inside your pants, needles creeping into the collar behind your neck, even in your ears. Until finally, the last boxcar was empty, its heavy iron doors closed.  One almost forgot about tomorrow: maneuvers on the Eastern Front. One thousand scotch pine would arrive in trucks from Saugatuk, Michigan.  

     
By mid December the lot was teeming with ethnic hordes. The alley and street front were packed with cars, and a major traffic jam occurred on Saturdays, when next door the synagogue emptied out.  Like newly trained soldiers, hundreds of trees stood at attention in rusty iron pipes.   

Everywhere people were filing into the rows of trees. Young couples, old couples, families together, even a local motorcycle gang, their bikes parked behind the shack. Children and dogs were running and playing in the snow.  If someone opened Santa's mailbox, they would find three unmatched gloves, a ball of string and a handsaw. 
     
Shouting from each row in different Eastern European dialects, the customers took stock of our bohemian camp. Wives and husbands haggled over the geometry of a Christmas tree. 
“That's too short!” 
“That's too bare!” 
“It's cold out here, goddammit!” 
“It's just going against a wall!”  
Others haggled with my uncle, often shouting over the roar of airplanes: 
“You got this thing for nothing out of the forest!”

“Lady, I lost my shirt bringing you this masterpiece!” 
 As the customers poured into every row, sizing up the stock, my father worked with a small knife to cut more bundles loose and tossed them to my brother and I, as we ran to fill the empty pipes. On weekends and evenings there were a hundred customers at a time. And one salesman, my uncle, dressed in his Korean War fatigues and an orange Cossack hat; he was hard to miss.  

“SEE ANYTHING YOU LIKE JUST CALL OUT!” he'd thunder into the rows.
“ALL TOP QUALITY CANADIAN BALSAM, SHIPPED BY RAIL FOR YOUR CONVENIENCE!”   

Then he’d hear a shout from the other front:

“HEY! YOH! OVER HERE!”

Concluding a sale, he’d move briskly while adding a new bill to his roll.

“COMING!  PINE, SCOTCH PINE! TRUCKED IN FROM WILDERNESS!” 

“HEY, CHRISTMAS MAN!  WHY YA CHARGE MORE FOR THE PINE?!” 

“LONGER NEEDLES!” he returned the volley.
 
And at the conclusion of every sale, the cry of “TIE UP!” A cue for me to run to the scene with string (that ball in Santa's mailbox) to tie up the tree for the customer and carry it to their car, wedge it into the trunk and fasten it to the inside hood. If I was lucky there might be a quarter in it for me. But there usually wasn’t, as the customer--after haggling with my uncle--was no longer in a festive mood.
   
 But my father seemed to be. There was something about that lot, that square block of 
dirt, that enlivened him and he’d often move around it with a holiday air. Away from his 
grocery store for a month, out from behind the counter which he sometimes called a prison,

he became more animated and relaxed.  

    
 That wad was getting bigger and bigger. By midday my uncle peeled off half the bills and gave them to my father. By nightfall, over a thousand bucks were in the kitty. Word came that I was to be the bagman. With 1100 dollars buried in the recesses of my clothing, I stood with my father across from the bus stop on 67th and Kedzie. My orders were clear: when the bus stopped at the light I was to dart across the street, board it, sit in the front, talk to no one,  transfer cautiously, get off at Western, run two blocks down a side street, enter the grocery store from the back, nod to my mother at the counter, then speed downstairs to the stockroom and deposit the bag deep inside a designated box of Alpo dog food.
     
As the years passed, the money runs became more elaborate still and my brother would act as a decoy, standing at the bus stop until the last moment. My father signaled me to dart from behind a row of scotch pine, cross the street in traffic and bound onto the bus as my brother disappeared mysteriously behind a drug store.

     
Who did my father suspect was watching us?  My brother joked it was the Nazis. Not the ones from the war, but from the neighborhood--the skinheads who hung out in Marquette Park at the Nazi headquarters of Frank Collins, looking for trouble in all weather.

One morning in the mid-sixties my brother's judgment prevailed. When I arrived at the lot, two squad cars were parked behind the shack.  In the middle of the night, skinheads had raided the lot, knocked down the gigantic North Woods sign, demolished Santa's mailbox and painted a swastika on the shack. The idiots also made off with half a dozen balsam and my uncle was steaming.  “Probably giving them to their mothers,” he said with contempt. 
    
 The lot was under a state of alert that night. My brother and I were being sent home early. As I put my wet gloves to dry on the space heater, I looked out the window of the shack.  There in the dark cold dusk of the South Side, I spotted my father between a column of trees, moving apprehensively, as if on guard duty. Was he thinking about the war?  How does one find terror on a Christmas tree lot?   Put it on the South Side of Chicago. 
The shack was sanctuary, and storytelling headquarters. When the lot was being whipped with fierce winds and snow, when it was 10 below and the only human braving the elements was my uncle--intent on getting our next buck--I would sit between a space heater and my brother and listen to my father's stories of war and depression.
“You think this is something?  Bah, this is nothing. Why, when I was your age, I was at the Yards, salting casings for 24 cents an hour.  Outside the gates were 500 jobless, clawing the fence, ready to snatch ours if we dropped or sloughed off.” 
     
And then there were the stories of the North Woods before we were born. The year all the trees were sold but one. And my grandfather, a Slovak immigrant who worked as a foreman at the stockyards, was left to settle a dispute between two women haggling over the last tree. Applying the wisdom of Solomon, he grabbed a saw and cut it in half. 
     
“Or take 1950.  Hell, that was a year. Your uncle was in Korea, at home there was recession. I had your mother's brother with me. Christmas Eve came and there were boxcars left.  Way too many to take to the dump.  Naturally we started drinking. Your uncle started a fire. .Bundle after bundle, crackling wet into the flames.  Snow, mud, smoke, fire so intense it was going big as a house.” 
    
“What happened, Dad?”
     
“The firemen came. However, they too had been drinking.  I told'em: the hose is not connected, but nobody listens.  Ashes like a volcano. Pompeii, if you will”. 
    
 “Sure, why not,” I responded with indulgence.     
 
But as I grew older these stories lost their punch, especially those about the lot. Hearing that 1953 was that "bitch year we all got frostbite" did not soften the blizzard of 1966. Still, the stories about the war intrigued me and I wondered why my father kept them so short and sweet. 

 l longed to prove to him that I had courage and strength, which I felt demonstrated in coping with my  libido. Aside from telling a friend, I kept the thing bottled up inside and I felt vaguely suicidal.  I wanted to tell my father, as he was a man of the world and might be able to help. But I was too fearful of his reaction. 
In the late sixties, when youth rebelled all over the world, my brother chose his moment on the morning we were to unload the last boxcar. He refused to budge from bed. After repeated assurances from my father that he would gladly drag him out of the bed, the tug of war began. Soon both were breathless; it was a draw.  Suddenly my father lurched forward, grabbed the end of the mattress, tugged hard and pulled it down two flights of stairs out the side door and into the snow.  
I continued to confine my rebellion to sardonic remarks, feeling bound to my father as a corporal to a sergeant, feeling somewhat honored that as he began to talk more about the war, however vaguely, he did so only in my company. It would take thirty years to hear the whole story, the last story, but even as a teenager I felt a great need to share his unnamed experience. 
     
Sitting in the shack the year before, I had come out to him about my doomed libido.  I was still having a rough time deciding which sex I was most attracted to, even after an experience with each that preceding summer. He took the fact that I was attracted to women very well. When I told him of my attraction to men, he blew his stack. He said he’d seen it in the army and did not approve, then asked me why one sex wasn’t good enough for me.  
     
After that I went ballistic and nearly began to cry. He got gentler and mentioned England as a place for all types of behavior. I asked if he was suggesting I leave the country. He smiled wearily and said “not until the tree season ended.” He then suggested I keep busy, bury myself in my work.  I turned angry and told him I didn’t see things as simplistic as his generation did.  Exasperated, he stood up and bellowed:  “Decide!  One or the other!  Men or women!  Army or navy!  Scotch pine or balsam!

    
Returning to that morning, my father had succeeded in dragging my brother only as far as the driveway, and we had worked without him all day and night unloading the boxcar.  Inside the shack my father poured me my first shot of Seagrams VO into a dixie cup. Five months before I had turned eighteen on the same day my father had turned fifty-three.  More ironically was that our shared birthday was May 30th, Memorial Day. Dog tired, his bloodshot eyes studied me closely. I had escaped to college that September and he seemed to be taking the measure of "another college boy."  Conversation was difficult between us for another reason: over Thanksgiving he had caught me stealing condoms from the top shelf of his bedroom closet, a Freudian moment we both longed to forget, his last words to me being: “Put your hands where I can see them.” 

     
We drank and he asked me how my homecoming had felt. After being away at school three months, how much had I changed?  I responded with teenage wisdom and he attempted a smile. Then he finished his shot in a gulp, reached for his wallet, or billfold as he called it.   

“You know what these are?” 
He unfolded two ancient pages. 
"These are discharge papers," he said, placing them on a wooden crate between us, as if these yellowed pages would now do the talking for him. He had made up his mind to tell me something. And as he sat collecting his thoughts, I sneaked some water into my Seagrams, then belted it down, sensing we were about to march through the jaws of hell. 
    
 Finally he began.  He told me about his homecoming on Christmas Eve in 1945, his problems coping, his inability to stay at the stockyards as they reminded him of the camps. Then we drank more and for some reason I started talking about the Cubs, but he interrupted, which was a relief as he hadn't been listening anyway.  
    
All of the sudden he was talking about the winter of 1944, when the 14th Armored Division was tearing through France and being bombarded day and night by shells from Alsace Alice, a huge artillery cannon mounted on a moving train across the German lines. A week before Christmas half the men in his battalion were blown to bits while sleeping. Then he and other survivors labored all day in the snow collecting their remains, moved out the following morning, fought the next four months, crossed the bridge at Remagen, and entered the sites at Dachau. After a long pause, he got up quickly and moved to the door of the shack.
“That’s why you kids are here.  I saw so much death in the war, I wanted to bring life into the world.”
 
He opened the door and stood there for a minute..
   
“That thing you talk about: don’t sell yourself short; you’ll pull through”
     
And he stepped out into the snow. 
Finally Christmas Eve came.  Most years about three hundred trees were left, leaning in pipes, no longer at attention.  But there stood my uncle, erect, taking them one by one from the pipes, carrying them to the street and bouncing their trunks on the sidewalk, swatting the snow off the branches with his gloves.  And while we worked day and night to decamp, he patrolled the sidewalk on Kedzie, shouting to pedestrians, cars, buses, even it seemed to the planes overhead. 

“Fresh trees!  Select trees!   Supply limited!” 
     
Yes, there was still time to get that tree.  And for us: still time to get that buck. Slowly, my father egging us on, my brother and I would rob the rows, quietly taking a tree out of its pipe and dragging it back near the shack to cut it up for the dump.  
     
All day we worked, as the last customers filtered into the lot, most of them expecting, even demanding, a bargain on Christmas Eve.  But they never bargained for my uncle, or with him.  Most were broken by that stone face and tireless refusal to come down more than a quarter.  But not all, for this was the old neighborhood, the very soil on which my uncle had learned his techniques.  And so, South Sider to South Sider, iron butt to iron butt, they went at it, haggling til sundown, as my father and brother and I took down the shack, dug up the pipe and hauled them away, filled in the holes, and cut up the trees for the dump. One of us chopped while the other hurled the branches into the trailer. My father collected the skeletons from the tallest trees and, using them as posts, wedged them in along the sides of the open u-haul, giving us room to pile branches as high as the posts would reach. 
     
At 9 o'clock we were still running and robbing the rows. Now the lot looked like a plundered battlefield; nothing left to do but bury the dead. Yet my uncle was dragging them back from the alley and putting them back in the pipes, claiming there would be customers if we waited just a while longer. An argument erupted between the two brothers, a truce arranged, settlement arrived at: we could take the trees from the last ten rows.  We would wait one hour before condemning the trees at the Front. 
 
 The cold sky cleared, the moon came out and still we hadn't left for the dump. There was always one more thing to do. Always a pipe or two that wouldn't budge from the frozen ground, that would lose us another hour. Aching for the warmth of home, eager to begin Christmas, I looked at the clock inside the insurance building across the street and measured the time left to get to a party or join a buddy in a bar, and quickly felt all plans disintegrate. My father approached as I dug the shovel deep into the ground around the pipe. 
“What's wrong?  Did it conquer ya?” 
 
“Can't we just leave this one?  For Christ’s sake, Dad, it's almost eleven,” I said. 

“You don't want to come out here Christmas Day, do ya?  Alright then.

 All four of us on one pipe, heaving, pounding with shovels and picks to the limit if our endurance.  Finally word came that we would decamp and head for the dump.
     
That year, when I was eighteen and had heard the Story of the War, my brother and I filled the trailer too high. Afraid that the load would shift when he turned or hit a bump, my father ordered us to climb on top of the u-haul, where we spread our weight over the branches. The trailer jolted as the station wagon spun it's wheels in the snow, then finally moved forward and turned the corner past the gas station.  
     
Soon we were travelling up the hill over the Nabisco factory, the winter air sweetened with the smell of cookies. Laying on a bed of balsam, looking up at the stars in a cold December sky, and all around us was the dark enormous city.  Up the hill we went, over the factories and plants, the cold, bleak, Dickens, industrial South, on our way on Christmas Eve…to the dump.
     
On top of the hill one could see as far to the Southeast the inferno of the mills, billowing smoke and hundreds of fires in the night.  All at once I saw the South Side: an ancient battlefield.  And I felt its spilled blood inside me, blood that had tugged at me since birth: blood from the stockyards, blood from the steel mills, blood from the wars. Looking up at the stars, moving up the hill, surrounded by the city, I felt lifted by the end of another season, and a new connection with my father.
   
 I remembered toiling on that lot together with our private battles. I saw my father living with war’s memories of darkness and devastation, but somehow forging from them an awareness of particular values--what you live for; my father using his story to help his son in his lesser war; 
my father keeping a flame alive, holding back the darkness, living in the light. 
     
And so finally, up there on that bed of balsam, I gave into it and admitted that part of me loved this region, even that sad lot on Kedzie. At that moment I no longer felt enlisted in somebody else's war, but in my own.  Above the stars appeared to merge into a single light, time and space ceased to matter. Suddenly I experienced what my father seemed to be searching for on that lot, searching for since that day he returned from war on Christmas Eve twenty-three years before: Transcendence. 

      
As so often happens, our epiphanies are interrupted by banalities.  It was my job to watch out for cops up there.  As always, it was the tail light on the trailer, that goddamn wire disconnecting as the u-haul swung and turned.  Coming out of my reverie, I heard a cop calling us to climb down. As I descended with my brother, I saw my father taking out his billfold.  Instead of presenting his license, he took out his discharge papers and handed them to the cop.  I looked at the cop as he unfolded those pages from the past.  My eyes darted back to my father.  There was a dumbstruck silence.  Then both men erupted in laughter, the laughter of communion between soldier and cop.  We were let off the hook and sent on our way. 

    
Finally home near midnight, to the house over the family grocery store, where my mother and sisters had held down the fort all month.  Where they spent the last few hours wrapping presents after the store closed. My mother greeted us at the side door with tired affection.  

“Hey fellas, you're here. Finally. I bet you’re beat,” she said. 

And then, with an apologetic smile, she added:

“First, go downstairs. Go right down and change those clothes. I don't want those needles in my house.” 
     
Down to the basement we'd clomp. The warmth of the furnace, the smell of our late dinner cooking, and slowly the infection of bad humor, the feeling of being winter's plowboy, was replaced with a kind of contentment: Christmas had been won, the war had ended, and the troops were home.
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