Meeting Algren
After a filling meal of
pierogis and sauerkraut at the Busy Bee restaurant in Wicker Park, I crossed Damen and
hurried through the park, past the smackheads and other lost souls, arriving at the
party at about nine. When I walked into the
cramped apartment on Evergreen, I recognized him immediately from the photo on
my copy of The Man with the Golden Arm. Nelson Algren was sitting restlessly on a chair
in the kitchen and talking to a tall blond
named Dottie. He took long drags on his
Marlboro and sipped from a glass half full
of what looked like rye. The frames of his
glasses were held together by Scotch Tape.
He wore an unironed, plaid shirt with mustard stains. Algren seemed like a caricature
of one of his own characters.

by the Hollywood bigwigs on royalties for
the film adaptations of The Man with the Golden Arm and Walk on the Wild Side. But after a
half minute of painful silence, Algren turned
his attention back to Dottie, while I walked
away into the smoke-filled living room looking for a drink.

A guy that I knew, an old beatnik named Bill
Smith, who owned a hole-in-the-wall bookstore on North State Street, sat nearby and
asked me if I would like to meet the writer
he called “Lord Nelson.” Of course I jumped
at the opportunity, and so Bill introduced me
to him as a nice kid with literary pretensions.
Algren smiled at me knowingly and asked
me if I wrote poetry or stories. I felt embarrassed because my entire literary output at
that time was a few handwritten poems that
I had never shared with anyone. I hardly considered myself a writer at all. I felt that Smith’s
hyperbole had put me in an awkward situation with Algren. I reluctantly shared the
subject matter of my poems with him, and
he said to me to always remember the common man in my future writing.
I wanted to say something of more importance to Algren. Perhaps ask how he now felt
about Simone de Beauvior, the French author
with whom he had a bittersweet romance
for many years. Maybe I could express my
empathy to him about how he got shorted
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Bleacher Days at Wrigley
I asked my dad if we could
buy a couple of chewing tobacco pouches for
Hank Sauer. At first he resisted, saying that
we shouldn’t be feeding a man’s bad habits.
Eventually he caved in to my request, and
we picked up two pouches of Red Devil at
the convenience store on Addison across the
street from the ballpark.
In the summer of 1953, Hank Sauer was still
the big slugger for the Cubs. Ernie Banks didn’t
come up until September of that year. Sauer,
a tall, gawky, wad-chewing guy, played left
field, and it had become customary to toss
pouches of chewing tobacco out to him from
the bleachers when he returned to his position after hitting a home run.
My dad had Fridays off that summer from his
job at the post office. Since Wrigley Field didn’t
have lights then, the Cubs played only day
games at home. Each Friday the Cubs were in
town, he took me to the ballgame. We traveled first on the red Roosevelt Road streetcar
from our Lawndale two-flat, heading downtown to catch the el train that would take us
north to Addison Street and Wrigley Field.
As a seven-year old boy, there was nothing
better than spending the entire day with my
dad. He was extremely knowledgeable about
baseball history and experienced much of
that history himself. He recalled seeing Ruth
and Gehrig play at the first All-Star Game at
Comiskey Park in 1933. He also witnessed
the verbal abuse hurled at Jackie Robinson
by both fans and Cub players in a game at
Wrigley Field in 1948. Sadly, it reminded him
of similar abuse that he experienced as one
of the first Jewish workers at the Main Post
Office in the late 1930s.
The bleacher gates at Wrigley opened about
two hours before the game started at 1:30.
But we got in line at 10:30 in the morning
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because my dad wanted a bleacher bench
in the back row that had a concrete slab to
lean his bad back against.
We always enjoyed watching both teams take
batting practice sitting on our bench high
above the ivy-covered walls. I even caught
a ball hit into the bleachers with my mitt
on the fly one game that summer. The Cubs
were, as usual, terrible that year, and fans
had low expectations of the team. It seemed
that shortstop Roy Smalley made at least one
error in every game that I saw.
I kept score of each play on my scorecard. My
dad taught me all the symbols to place on the
card. Before the game I penciled in the lineup
that was announced over the public address
system by an elderly man named Pat Piper,
who sat the entire game on a stool in front
of a box seat below the ball net. He always
seemed to be walking up to the home plate
umpire and replenishing him with baseballs.
After each game, we walked up to Irving Park
Road where my dad would get a treatment
for his back from a chiropractor. I waited
for him patiently, reviewing the marks that
I made on the scorecard. When he was finished, we went for dinner at the restaurant
by the Irving Park el stop before heading
back home, chatting on the train and streetcar for an hour about all the things that we
experienced together in the bleachers that
wonderful day.
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