Pat and Jerry Blakey, on growing up and living in Cornwall 
By Brenda Underwood         
Beside the front door of Pat and Jerry Blakey’s house there is a brass sign which reads: “In 1897, nothing happened here” which gives an idea of the Blakeys unpretentious sense of humor and, perhaps, to someone who doesn't know them, an indication of who they really are. [image: image1.jpg]



Pat and Jerry were both born in Cornwall and have never lived anywhere else.  Jerry was born “many years ago” (70 years ago next January, he confided) in “the caretaker’s house built by Ruth Adams, the president of the Yelping Hill Association.”
Jerry’s father was the caretaker of the Yelping Hill Association which was started by eleven families in the 1930s. “They were professional people who bought 600 acres between them, put in roads and each family built their own house.”  

“My father grew vegetables, tended the gardens, mowed lawns and refilled ice boxes. He also kept pigs, which he butchered to make sausage, and had a sugar house where he made maple syrup. My mother cleaned houses and cooked and ironed for the association although ‘the Yelpers’ had a full-time cook” and sat down together for dinner in the community barn. 
“The name, Yelping Hill,” said Pat, “came from the foxes that yelped in the area” 
Pat (whose maiden name was Benedict) also confessed to being born “many years ago” in the house on Route 4 just around the corner from Pine Street built by her father as a gas station and in which her family lived upstairs.  Her mother, grandmother and aunt were all telephone operators in Cornwall.  The telephone company was on Pine Street near the town hall.  Pat remembers that the telephone numbers were only two digits.  “Ours was 81,” said Pat, “and my grandmother, who was the chief operator, was number l, to give you an idea of how simple life was back then.”
Pat and Jerry attended the newly built Cornwall Consolidated School. Jerry remembers that there were 13 students in his eighth grade graduating class – 10 boys and 3 girls. “There was no kindergarten so we started in first grade,” said Jerry. “First grade was all by itself in one room,” recalls Pat, “and second and third grades were combined.  Fourth grade was all alone for some reason, fifth and sixth grades were together and seventh and eighth were together.  It was kind of neat; you usually had a class ahead of you so you could listen to what was happening in that class and you learned a lot by that.  If your class was just doing addition and the next class was doing multiplication you would be listening to what was happening and seeing what was written on the board.  I just loved it.”  

When they were going to school during the Second World War there was a lot of concern about safety. “We had air raid drills all the time and were told that the safest place was under your desk, so we would practice getting under our desks.”  The fields and woods beyond the school were divided into sections A, B and C which is where students were supposed to go if something happened.  “It was just ridiculous when you look back on it,” said Pat.
"During the war," said Jerry “we were allowed out of school to pick milkweed pods which were used to make parachutes” (“We heard later that they were using them to stuff airplane seats,” said Pat.) “We were also allowed out in the afternoon, to go and pick up scrap iron and collect newspapers from all over town. We thought that it was just great to get out of school.” “And we collected wrappers from all the gum we chewed" said Pat, "and peeled off the tin foil which we rolled into balls and saved."  
Reminiscing over their days together at school, Pat and Jerry remember with fondness their second grade teacher, Mrs. Jackson. “She was a sweet lady,” said Jerry.  “We all had our own desk and our own chair and were told that we were responsible for those chairs. We had our names on the bottom of them.”


Jerry still remembers an incident when he was in second grade. “Mrs. Jackson always read to us and played records such as Peter and the Wolf when we came in from recess. One day when we came in my chair wasn’t at my desk.  I looked over and saw that Mrs. Jackson was going to sit down on my chair.” Remembering being told to take care of it, Jerry took back his chair just as she was about to sit down.  “She was a big woman,” said Jerry, “and when she got up, she read the riot act to me.  ‘Why did you do that?’ ‘Mrs. Jackson you were going to sit in my chair.’  I’d be damned; I was told I had to take care of that chair.”
“We had a teacher in fourth and fifth grade, Mrs. Powell, who tied a boy to a chair one day because he was always going to the bathroom. You couldn’t do that now.  The same boy had a jack knife one time and was opening it with his teeth and it sprung back and caught on his tongue.  Lucky it was a dull knife because I don’t think it cut him.  But, was she ever mad at him.” 
Pat and her sister got a ride to grammar school with the milkman from whom “we bought raw milk. We never rode a school bus for years and years and years,” she lamented. “Oh, how I wanted to ride that school bus.  I could hardly wait to get on that bus and be a real student.”  Eventually she got her wish.  “The bus we rode was the green one; we called it ‘the cucumber’. There was also an orange bus and a yellow bus but ours was green.”

 “When we went on to the Housatonic Valley Regional High School we had bus transportation there and back except if you stayed after school to play baseball or football.” 

“There were no after-school busses,” said Jerry, “so we had to find our own transportation home.”  

“And after-school sports were never available to girls,” added Pat.
Jerry’s experience of getting to school was a little more rugged than Pat’s. “We lived a mile away from the bus stop so we walked from Yelping Hill down to Scoville’s corner where we picked up the bus. I did that for 12 years."  In high school Jerry played basketball and many times he walked home from school after practice.
 Once, when “we had been playing Staples High School, I got off the bus forgetting that we had just had a snow storm the night before and the road was never ploughed.  It was a powdery kind of snow and I remember walking from the Sedgwick monument in Cornwall Hollow on a dirt back road that goes over the hill and comes back over on Yelping Hill Road. “I almost froze my feet because I only had sneakers on.  When I got home someone told me to put my feet in cold water.  So I filled the bath tub up, put my feet in the water and I never got blisters.” 

“If we had a snowstorm, we never knew whether school was cancelled or not; there was nothing on the radio. We walked to the bus stop and sometimes waited for two hours for it to come.  It never would show up and we walked back home because the busses couldn’t get there.”

Jerry and his brothers decided that they needed a place to get out of the bad weather while they waited for the bus. “Thalia and Ralph Scoville can tell you about that,” said Jerry.  “We had a two-holer backhouse up on Yelping Hill and my brothers and I loaded this thing on to a truck.  My brother, who was probably only about 14, drove the truck.  We took it down to the corner by the Scoville’s and set it up by the mail boxes so we would have a place to go if the weather was bad while waiting for the bus  but everybody complained about it so we ended up taking it away.” 

Pat remembers with amusement when Jerry, a senior, took a home economics course “just to be wise.”  

“I had enough credits to graduate,” Jerry explained, “There were half a dozen of us guys who had enough credits but we had to take a class so for half a year we took a home ec course.  We did cooking and darned socks.  Here are a bunch of senior guys standing around darning socks and making cream puffs.”  

“It did him no good at all.” 

“What do you mean, no good? I can boil water and fry an egg.”  

Although they were in school together, “It probably wasn’t until the upper grades that Pat and I got to know each,” and when he was a sophomore in high school, “I told my older brother that Pat was the girl I was going to marry. I don’t think Pat felt that she was going to marry me.” 

 “I don’t think I was thinking about it right then,” said Pat.  
Pat and Jerry married at 20 and 19. “It was more common in the forties and fifties [to marry young] than it is now,” said Pat.  

“She robbed the cradle,” teased Jerry.  

“We were married just after the flood of fifty-five,” he recalls. “All of our tuxedos, our flowers and some furniture that we had put a deposit on were in Torrington which got washed away."  They had to change their wedding plans because of the flood but eventually the knot was tied and, as an indication of its durability, they recently celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary. 

Pat and Jerry have three children, and one grandchild.  Their children, Karen, David and Lorie, and granddaughter, Melissa, were all born in Cornwall and continue to live in the area. Karen, the Blakey’s oldest child, lives in the house where Pat grew up. 
“We see them quite often and always on holidays,” said Jerry “whenever there’s free food at the old folk’s home,” he joked.  

Jerry started his career “when I was about four years old picking wild strawberries and black raspberries and selling them to ‘the Yelpers’ for 25 cents a quart.  That’s where I got my start.” At a very early age he was also mowing lawns on Yelping Hill and working in the kitchen peeling potatoes and washing dishes. 
For a year after high school, he worked for Chris Smith in the Covered Bridge Building and Hardware Supplies store in West Cornwall which now houses the Cornwall Bridge Pottery. 
Following that, he went to work with Archie Jamgotchian who owned the Housatonic Valley Rug Shop in Cornwall Bridge.  Jerry recalls starting there on October 15, 1955 and working there for 42 ½ years.  
In 1975 he and Ed Keniston bought the business. Looking back, he remembers being on his knees much of the time (he had to have knee surgery as a result) but “I met so many people.”  Among others, Jerry worked for Edward R. Murrow, Marilyn Monroe and Arthur Miller, Susan Saint James, Meryl Streep, Whoopi Goldberg, Tom Brokaw, Henry Kissinger and Abraham Ribicoff.

“He carpeted our car with Marilyn Monroe’s red carpet,” said Pat.
 “We had carpeted her stairs and halls with some red carpet and Archie, the former owner of the shop, thought that she wanted a bound runner on the stairs.  She came and told Archie that she wanted it wall-to-wall.”  
“So we had all this carpet that was too narrow, and I had a beautiful black Ford station wagon so I took that carpet that Marilyn Monroe had actually walked on and I re-carpeted my whole interior floor boards with it.  When people rode in my car I said: ‘Do you realize you’re walking on carpet that Marilyn Monroe walked on?’”  
“Long after Marilyn died, I worked for Arthur Miller, who was probably one of the nicest guys I ever met.  When I went to do a job for him, or went to measure something, he would sit me down and want to know how I was doing, what was going on in my life.  Here I was talking to this guy, Arthur Miller.  He would take me up to his studio and tell me what play he was working on at the time. He was just a super nice guy.”
When Pat finished high school she worked for three years at the Torrington Savings Bank but when they were expecting their first child she left.  “I made the decision that I wouldn’t work full-time until our children were all in school.”  

She worked in a private nursery school in Lakeville for a while and then in the special education department at Kent Center School.  “I was an assistant to a teacher there for quite a few years and I absolutely loved it.”  She was then asked by the minister of UCC if she would consider becoming the director of Christian education and church secretary, a position she accepted.  “I don’t know if it was a good decision because I loved working with the kids”  
After UCC, Pat also went to work in the library at Marvelwood School which was then in Cornwall.  “I never went to library school but was self taught. When Marvelwood hired a woman who had gone to library school but came to teach science, she took me under her wing.  She taught me everything.  I worked with her for maybe a year or two and then Marvelwood hired me as head librarian.  I loved it but I have to admit my first love was not the cataloging but the kids and, second, being able to order all those books and look for appropriate books for the kids” 
“You were the white-haired mother or grandmother most of the kids wanted,” said Jerry.  

Pat worked at Marvelwood for 20 years, 10 of those as head librarian.  About three years after Marvelwood moved from Cornwall down to Kent, Pat retired. “It was a horrendous drive in winter and I was having to drive every day and… go back for night study hall.  And I didn’t like the fact that I was out there all alone.” 
Although the Blakeys no longer “work”, “we have never had to keep a calendar the way we have since we retired,” said Pat.  “Our calendar is so jam packed.  And our memory is not as good as it used to be.”  

Pat and Jerry are very active in projects that benefit the community and beyond.  They coordinate the loan of free medical equipment for UCC such as hospital beds, wheelchairs, walkers and other equipment.  It is available not only to Cornwall residents but also to people from surrounding towns. 
“The church is a big part of our life. I was just saying to Jerry the other day, ‘Do you think we would be the people we are today if we didn’t get committed to UCC?’  It really has had an influence on us; it has made us realize how much we need to help other people.” 
Pat and Jerry also spend a few nights in winter at the overflow shelter for the homeless in Torrington. “When they can’t fit them in to the FISH shelter they set up temporary shelters in various churches in Torrington,” said Jerry.  “We get a call at 8:30 at night, it could be snowing, but we drive over there.” 
“Sometimes it’s really quite heartbreaking,” said Pat.  “People have to be out by 6:30 in the morning. We give them a cup of coffee and a voucher to go to a donut shop.  Basically, it’s [a program] to give them a place to stay overnight so they are not freezing in the cold winter months.” 
“When we come home and look at our house we feel so fortunate.”  

Pat and Jerry also organize the Red Cross blood drives at UCC which require a lot of effort to get the numbers required by the Red Cross.  They need around 50 people to make it worthwhile to send a truck full of equipment and staff. "It’s not just Jerry and I," said Pat.  "We have people who make sandwiches, people that come and sit at the drive.  It’s something we feel strongly about so we are willing to put some effort into it. Nothing works unless there is somebody there who has a passion for it."  

Pat is a member of the UCC’s open and affirming group which works to make their church open to everyone but in particular to gay and lesbian members. “We worked hard on becoming an open and affirming church,” said Pat, “we are one of the few UCC churches in the area whose ministers will perform civil unions.  We are still working to get the message out there so that everyone feels comfortable coming to our church no matter what.” 

In addition to their activities in Cornwall, Jerry organizes a trip to Mexico each year where he and a group of others build houses for the La Casa Project, an organization started about 16 years ago to provide housing for the poor who live near Tecate, Mexico. “When I retired, Jimmy Whiteside, a member of our church, got me involved. I went with Jimmy and his group eight years ago and got kind of excited about it.”  
“When I came back, I said to the church that I wanted to organize a group to go.”  By the time next summer came around Jerry had found a group of 17 people who were willing to make the trip; and every year since, he has recruited more people. Last year 35 people went.
In answer to the question, “How’s your Spanish?” Jerry turned to Pat and said, “How’s my Spanish?”

“Terrible,” she said.

“Terrible,” he replied.

Each house costs about $5,000 to build and enough money is raised to build two or three houses each year.  “Basically, I do most of the fundraising through the New Year’s Day breakfast, a bikathon and an appeal letter that goes out. The community has been very supportive.”
“We have a lot of high school kids who have been involved over the years. It’s very rewarding.” 

[image: image2.jpg]



David (Jerry’s son) and Jerry in front of one of the houses 
they helped build for La Casa Project.  

“Another rewarding experience,” said Pat “was being involved in the Cornwall Housing Corporation which works for affordable housing in Cornwall. It’s a wonderful organization that works really hard.  It also buys up or accepts gifts of land so individual houses can be built that people can afford. The first project was Kugerman Village in Cornwall Bridge which provides 18 rental units to modest and low-income families. There is a tremendous need to keep young families of moderate income in town. If you can’t keep those people in the town, your town is not going to exist.  They are the people that join the fire department and the rescue squad; [without them] our town wouldn’t be as diverse so we work hard to keep them.”  
When not involved in community projects, Pat enjoys reading books on Christian and world theology, on philosophy and history, and “good novels.’  She and Jerry also like to garden which is evident in the well-taken-care-of vegetable garden and the morning glory cascading luxuriously over the fence surrounding their garden.  
In his spare time Jerry likes to work with his hands.  Over the years he has taught himself how to fix almost anything. He is an electrician, a plumber, a carpenter and a builder. There are two tables in Pat and Jerry’s home that Jerry built, one of which is made of one hundred percent cathedral pine.  “The pine in that table is 200 years old,” he said.  “I started that table with rough lumber; I was fortunate enough to get one of the wide boards, and sanded the whole thing by hand.” 
The Blakey’s lives challenge the sentiment expressed on the brass plate beside their front door. Although Pat and Jerry would be the first to say that they have done nothing special, their devotion to others, by anyone's assessment, single them out as having lived rich and full lives.
Interviewed September 14, 2005
