Fred Bate, Sr. – Volunteer Firefighter, Owner of Bates Meat Market and WWII Cook 

By Brenda Underwood
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On a rainy, Friday afternoon in early July, Fred Bate Sr. was about to embark on a new project – that of making gingerbread.  In the morning, he discovered a quarter of a carton of cream in his refrigerator and, remembering his mother’s gingerbread served with whipped cream, decided to make gingerbread.

At 87 years of age, an amputee, a man who has had two heart attacks, wears a pacemaker and has had his fair share of broken bones and burns, Fred Bate Sr. is still ready to try something new.

Cooking, however, is not new to Fred.  During WWII, he was assigned to Camp Crowder, Missouri where he cooked for the troops.

“When I was called up,” said Fred, “Ralph (Scoville), Bill (Schute) and I went from Cornwall to Hartford and from Hartford to Camp Devens, Massachusetts which was the reception center for New England during World War II.  From Camp Devens, I was sent to Fort Monmouth, New Jersey for signal corps training and then on to the Ozarks to Camp Crowder, Missouri which, at that time, was the largest signal corps training camp in the world.  Ralph and Bill went to Fort Bragg.”  

“There were 117 of us and one officer when we got off the train in Seligman, Missouri. It wasn’t even on the map,” said Fred, laughing.  At Camp Crowder, Fred became a cook which he attributes to his “experience as a meat cutter.” After his basic training and five days of cook’s school he was assigned to a mess hall. In each of the 119 mess halls there were two cooks; in Fred’s mess hall, he and his partner cooked three meals a day for 250 soldiers. Fred recalls one evening making 45 12” apple pies from scratch “and that was after the mess hall closed and supper clean-up.” 

Fred went on to become a mess sergeant and an area supervisor but, in the interim, he “rode troop trains from Camp Atterbury, Illinois to Fort Dix, New Jersey [among other places] that picked up soldiers from the reception centers assigned to signal training school.  After they were trained at Camp Crowder, we took them to the ports of embarkation where they had been assigned to a combat unit.”  

“Usually when they left our outfit,” said Fred, “you didn’t see them anymore. I remember loaning a kid – and I’ve forgotten his name which makes me mad – five bucks. I went out on the troop train one morning and when I came back he had been transferred somewhere else.  About a year and half later I walked into the day room to get my mail and I hear:  ‘Hey Bates, here’s the five dollars I owe you.’  He’d been to England, he’d been in the Battle of the Bulge and was back home again.”  

“I also met Bobby’s (Klaw) husband at Camp Crowder.  I walked into my buddy’s mess hall and I hear ‘Hey, Sargeant Bates, are we going to get drunk tonight?’  We had won the Sixth Service Command softball championship and were going to have a celebration. This kid walks up to me and says: ‘Are you Fred Bate from Cornwall?  I’m Spencer Klaw, Bobby Van Doren’s husband.’  That’s how I met Spence.”

Fred served at Camp Crowder one month short of four years.  During that time, he also cooked for the troops on “29 different trains” that crisscrossed the United States and has been “in every state in the lower 48 except for the west coast and Maine.”  

The Bate family, Fred’s grandparents, came to Cornwall in 1900 from Cornwall, England.  His grandfather opened Bate’s Meat Market which passed successively to the next generation culminating with Fred. Besides other meats, Fred cut venison “for the guys” and remembers one year when he cut up 67 deer.  He sent the skins to the Saranac Doe Company in Saranac, NH and in return would get back a pair of deerskin gloves. “It was an even swap,” said Fred. “You send them a skin and they would send back a pair of gloves.”

After the hurricane and subsequent flood of August 1955, the Bates Meat Market had a setback. Fred vividly remembers that day. “It started to rain,” said Fred, “and how it rained; it came right down by the bucket. The Housatonic didn’t get that high but what caused the problem were the small streams.   At the foot of Dibble Hill Road where the bridge crosses the river, debris, including limbs and trees jammed up under the bridge causing the water to flood back up Dibble Hill Road.  When it broke lose, it was all downhill.  It came right through the village and gouged out anything in its path all the way down to the river, including my shop, which used to be right over the brook where the bridge is.”  

“I sat up there and instead of being $20,000 in debt, I was $40,000.  Trees were upside down in the neighbor’s yard.  There was about $5,000 worth of meat and equipment dumped in the gully in front of Bill Bierce’s store (large grey house opposite pink house in West Cornwall). But people came together to help. Everyone pitched in with picks and shovels and chainsaws.  The guys salvaged everything they could carry – everything except meat!  The town formed a committee to help residents whose property had been damaged in the flood.  “They asked residents how much it would cost to repair the damage to their homes, how much their insurance would cover, and then they doled out the money.”  

“Cornwall takes care of its own,” said Fred. “If somebody needs help in Cornwall, they get it, and they get it in a hurry.  And nine times out of ten, people don’t ask for anything.  I can vouch for that.  Two or three weeks after I lost my leg, I received a card and when I opened it, it said:  ‘Like it or lump it.’ It was signed: ‘From your friends.’  Inside was a receipted bill from the doctor who took off my leg.  I’ve still got that card.”

During much of Fred’s life he has been a volunteer firefighter in Cornwall.  “I am the senior citizen there,” said Fred. “They gave me a jacket a year ago that says ‘66 years plus’ on it. Speaking about the ambulances Cornwall has had over the years, Fred recalls that “the first two ambulances Cornwall had we built ourselves.  The first ambulance we bought was a second-hand one and we paid $18,000 for it which was a lot of money back then [in the 1970s].  The next one we bought was $50,000 and they allowed us $10,000 for the old one and the next one was $109,000.  The one we have now was $146,000 and that doesn’t include the equipment inside.  In Cornwall, you’ve got to go first class or stay home.”  

Fred has “three kids and six grandkids.” His wife, Doris, died in 1990.  His three children all live and work in Cornwall – Fred Jr. works at the dump/recycling center, Sue works in the hardware store at Northwest Lumber and Jim works at Northwest Lumber in the lumber yard.  Fred’s nephew and godchild, Dusty, is the owner of NWL and his sister, Francis, also works there occasionally.  “It’s a family operation,” said Fred.  

Speaking proudly of his six grandchildren, Fred reeled off their names and the stages each one had reached in their lives:  “Jesse (Jim’s daughter) will be a junior in college this coming fall; Alexandra and John (Fred’s two children) are both out of high school, Cale (Sue and Dave’s (Williamson) son) is out of high school, Josh (Jim’s son) is out of high school and Samantha (Jim’s daughter) will be a sophomore in high school next year.  I’ve got three granddaughters and three grandsons.”  

Fred attributes his longevity to “good living” although he has started to experience the all-too-familiar lapses in memory many associate with getting older. “It ticks me off,” said Fred.  “You are talking about something, and thinking a little bit ahead and about the time it’s supposed to come out of your mouth you’ve forgotten what you were going to say.” 

“The only trouble [with getting older] is there are only two of us left out of the group I used to pal around with as a kid.  Johnny (Hank) Carlson is the only one. “I don’t know anybody any more. All the people have changed.  The last two or three years have been rough.  We’ve lost Bobby Klaw, we’ve lost Spencer Klaw, we’ve lost Tommy Bevans, we’ve lost Charlie Osborne and we’ve lost Bill Dineen.  Holy Cow!”  

 “People are different now,” said Fred, speaking of the changes he has seen over the years.  I think the country as a whole is heading in the direction of the Roman Empire. We are not a democracy anymore. Everybody wants something for nothing.  When I think back to some of those old timers and what they could do. You would see these guys who couldn’t even write their name but they could do everything else that had to be done.  And they didn’t ask anybody to do it for them, they did it themselves. There’s a hell of a lot of pride in what you do for yourself.” 

“My mother said when she first came to Cornwall she never saw so many characters.  At that time, there were a lot of the old wood choppers still around.”  Indicating the surrounding hills, Fred said, “This has all been cut off for charcoal and ties for the railroad.”  Pointing to two etchings on the wall by Ruth Gannett, “You can see how it looked back then.”  One of the etchings shows the village of West Cornwall with the rolling farmland above cleared of all trees.  

“Henry ‘Jay’ Row was one of the old woodchoppers who lived on Dibble Hill Road,” said Fred.  “He kept a couple of cases of dynamite under his bed and a 32 pistol on the kitchen table.  When he heard rats under the floor he would figure out just where they were and shoot right down through the floor.  He was one tough old rooster.  But he always took his hat off for ladies and I never heard him cuss in my life.”  

“When you sit down and visualize what you have seen in your lifetime, it is amazing,” said Fred.  “We have telephone, radio, television, cars, railroads, airplanes.  We’ve been to the moon.  And we are just scratching the surface. And look what has happened in the medical field.  

But, as to the state of the current world, Fred thinks “we are going to hell in a hand basket” and he’s glad he’s “on the short end of the stick as far as being around because I don’t know what’s going to happen in the next 10 or 20 years.  I’m glad that I won’t be around to see it.”

(
Interview: 2006

(
We are sad to report that Fred Bate Sr. died in 2011. His great stories and zest for life will be missed.
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