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OPINION
Two 50th reunions change perspective
about age, friendship, going home again
Trading memories about Leapin’ Lena,
Shakey Jack, Little League and Halloween Pranks
By W. Scott Armentrout

I

t’s funny how one’s perspective can change with a variation in age.
We all know this intellectually, but experiencing the reality of such a change in
perspective is a different matter altogether.
I recall how I, as a high school student, once felt about folks who showed up for
class reunions. They all seemed so old, even the ones who had been out of school for only
10 or 15 years. Those returning for their 40th reunions were downright ancient. Then there
were the 50 year alumni: virtual walking mummies!
Fifty years ago, it had never occurred to me that I might someday actually be part of
such a group. ,
I found myself in “mummy mode” to the second power recently when my patient
spouse Katharine and I attended not one, but two 50th reunions with folks from the two
high schools I had attended in the late 1950’s. Having been to very few reunions, we found
the prospect of attending two in one month daunting. I happened to attend two high
schools, not because of a family relocation as is often the case, but because I was unceremoniously and unwillingly “sent away to school” in the 10th grade. At the time I was
told this exile from friends and a fairly relaxed academic schedule was going to be a good
experience. It took some while before I believed that to be the case.
At both reunion events, I was amazed to see that my classmates of yesteryear, many of
whom I had not laid eyes on in the intervening 50 years, did not seem to be so old after all.
In fact they looked to be just about my age, as they had in 1959.
BACK TO WEST VIRGINIA
The first of these reunions was in a smallish eastern West Virginia town in, the northernmost part of the Shenandoah Valley, where I had grown up and spent all my life until I
went away to boarding school. So what was the 50th reunion of graduation for most of the
class was for me a 54th reunion of the 8th grade graduation from elementary school. Like
most elementary schools in that area 50 years ago, our class was pretty much intact from
grades one through eight.
While we reminisced about our Latin teacher, Leapin’ Lena Reed who used to get up on
her desk to act out critical scenes from Roman history, and “Shakey Jake”, the head football
coach who was a bundle of ticks, for me the main focus was on elementary school friends.
Here I was again face to face with boys I had been in the Cub Scouts with, had
played Little League baseball with, had pulled Halloween pranks with. There was Denny
Batt whose family had had one of the town’s first televisions. It was in his apartment over
Buddy Fulk’s grocery store one day after school in October 1951, where he and I saw the
famous “shot heard round the world” struck by the New York Giants’ Bobby Thompson to
send the Brooklyn Dodgers back to “wait till next year” land yet one more time.
Aside from seeing the familiar faces from school, scouts and baseball, one of the
highlights was walking into Patterson’s Drug Store in the heart of town and seeing that
the marble topped soda fountain and lunch counter were still alive and well and functioning. The faces had changed, but it was basically the same place as it was over 60 years ago
when “Mr. Pat” was there handing out pieces of gum to kids who came into his store.
At Mr. Pat’s desk was George Karos, the son of Greek immigrants who started working for Mr. Pat at the age of nine when his father died. George now owns the store and
has been the mayor of the town for the past 10 years. I had told a skeptical Katharine we
would certainly see someone I knew when we walked into Mr. Pat’s, and sure enough we
did. Maybe you can’t go home again, but you can come close sometimes.
NEXT, ON TO PENNSYLVANIA
With this experience in mind, two weeks later Katharine and I ventured up into Pennsylvania, not far from Gettysburg, to the boys’ school where I had been “unceremoniously
and unwillingly” packed off for the 10th and ensuing years. For all these years I have been
certain that all boys at this school had been shuttled off as I had by parents who thought
their sons were not “applying themselves sufficiently” in high school. At the reunion, to
my great surprise, I learned there were actually some boys -- some, but by no means all
-- who had volunteered for such duty. Here again, I was surprised to see that the 50-year
class did not look nearly so old and tottery as had the 50 year classes I remember as a
student. Just about my age in fact. Once we had a few “organ recitals” about various
cancers, knee replacements and gout (!), we soon got to comparing memories of our years
as students.
Here our memories were of dorms run by faculty members, some of whom were martinets of the first order; of lights out at 10 o’clock; of compulsory -- everything was compulsory -- breakfast in coats and hurriedly tied ties at 7:00 a.m. on the dot; of pop quizzes in
Algebra timed by the length of time it took for James Conlon to smoke a Lucky Strike; of
white shirts for dinner; of far more homework than was possible to complete in one night;
and other such indignities.
BURNING BLACK SOCKS
“New Boys” were required to wear only black ties and black socks -- the school’s
equivalent of a brand on the forehead -- for their first six weeks, after which they (the
socks and ties, not the boys) were ceremoniously burned on the dining hall steps one
October Saturday.
One of the new boys living next door to me went “over the hill” after three days and
soon was right back in the high school he had come from, presumably happy as the proverbial clam. I thought about that and then thought better of it when I considered the reception I could expect on showing up at the front door of my house. After classes started, and
I realized how behind I was in some subjects, I continued to wonder what sort of a mess I
had been dumped into. We were all in the same boat, but some boats had more leaks than
others.
Needless to say, my feelings about this school changed radically after the first several

months, particularly after I had written a term paper and gotten through semester final
exams in January. I began to realize this might actually be fun, if only once in a while.
There were of course many fond memories and stories of sporting events; pranks
played on students and deserving faculty alike; choral music in the school’s extraordinary
Gothic chapel; the sounds of the carillon on a fall afternoon; the slightly dotty Australian
who played that carillon in the 1950s by banging on levers with glove clad fists, just as he
had some years earlier when Jimmy Stewart, a boy from a smallish town in Pennsylvania,
was a student.
We all had enough of a good time at this get-together that we have tentatively agreed
to assemble at a resort hotel out in Colorado for what will be a 70th birthday reunion for
most of us. I am sure no one will look any older. Probably just about my age. That’s
perspective.
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