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In childhood we learn the first and arguably the most profound lessons of life. “The family is the original cell of social life,” a community where in childhood, “one can learn moral values, begin to honor God, and make good use of freedom. Family life is an initiation into life in society,” says the Catechism of the Catholic Church. (2207) What the Church tells us, psychologists and the social sciences echo: that for good and for ill, lessons of childhood introduce perspectives and qualities of character that influence our vision and choices as adults.  It seems, therefore, appropriate, not merely nostalgic, to explore childhood experiences when we want to understand attitudes or the patterns of behavior that mark a particular area of life.  One such area is work.

My own reflections on work, particularly women at work, were reignited recently as I watched Mona Lisa Smile, a movie featuring heroine Julia Roberts as an art history professor of the 1950s, teaching in an exclusive women’s college in the East. The dedicated young professor was up against a formidable foe: not publish-or-perish, not tenure, equal pay, or the anguish of choosing between career and family. No, her antagonists were the students, themselves. Intelligent, conscientious, yet apparently 
bereft of any goals that included work, career, or profession, these coeds were of the pre-Stepford variety. They had one ambition only: to find and marry men who would be the centers of their stylish lives, who would pay their Bergdorf-Goodman bills, who would be the fathers of their perfect children. Who were these women?  Where did they come from, I asked myself.  Maybe Wellesley and Bryn Mawr and Bernard were full of shallow, empty-headed women in 1953; I don’t know. Maybe their mothers did obsess about white gloves and finding husbands for their daughters.  It is possible.  But these women were certainly not like the mothers and daughters of the 1950s that I knew, women who worked, women who held families together, women who dealt with hard realities and did not ask to be rescued. Perhaps Mona Lisa was only meant to indict the bright, privileged daughters of an upper class, East Coast world that I did not understand (though some women of that world, at 60 or 65. must have been shocked to see themselves so narrowly portrayed). Surely this movie could not claim to tell the truth about a whole generation.  Who would seriously suggest that American women of the 1950s were so vain and so hopelessly helpless that they could not trust themselves to be independent, working adults.  

Working adults:  that is an interesting phrase, redundant from my perspective. Adults work; some of them get paychecks.  Perhaps this was Lesson No.1 in the family cell that was my childhood.  A related lesson (No.1a) would have come from my mother, who strongly believed that “The work of children is play.” If that is the case, I was hard-working at an early age, initiated into society through discovery and observation, and imitating the work I saw the adults around me doing. What exactly did I learn about work in my 1950s childhood? How do those lessons affect my thinking and choices now?  


John Paul II invites us to reflect on questions like these. By emphasizing both the objective and subjective dimensions of work, he reminds that we are influenced by the work we do; that work’s importance derives not only from what it produces materially, but from what it does to the worker in the process. “Work is a good thing for man – a good thing for his humanity,” he says, “because through work man not only transforms nature, adapts it to his own needs, but he also achieves fulfillment as a human being and indeed, in a sense, becomes ‘more a human being.’” (LE, Section 9). 

As a person, man is therefore the subject of work. As a person he works, he 

performs various actions belonging to the work process; independently of their 
objective content, these actions must all serve to realize his humanity, to fulfill the 
calling to be a person that is his by reason of his very humanity. (LE, Section 6)
In honor of the subjective, therefore, and in a personal and phenomenological spirit, I ask myself, what do I know to be true about work because I have experienced it? In particular, what did I learn in my childhood about work that I continue to hold as true?  


Heron Lake, my hometown, sits on the southern Minnesota prairie along Highway 60, mid-way between Mankato and Sioux Falls.  Five miles down the highway silhouettes of the town’s grain elevators and water tower appear against the flat horizon, and with them, the bell towers of Sacred Heart Church. The town has a quick stop grocery and gas station, a bowling alley, laundromat, liquor store, post office, bank, insurance office, and drug store; it also has three churches, a nursing home, elementary school, and a community center. The town today is a remnant of the vibrant community it once was, with about half the population and the tiniest of fraction businesses. Many residents are elderly and retired. The small family farms that once surrounded the community, are gone, replaced by larger, modern farms, each requiring a handful of people to accomplish the work that once took dozens.  So there are fewer families, and smaller ones. 


The Heron Lake of my childhood had a railroad station, a bus stop, a drive-in, bowling alley and three gas stations, and a Post Office with individual boxes for every household in town. Among main street businesses were three restaurants, a furniture store, two hardware stores, a meat market and three groceries. There was a drug store, dry cleaners, shoe repair shop, two barber shops, two beauty shops, two hardware stores, and a bank. The local economy was strong enough to support an award-winning weekly newspaper, an implement dealership and a car dealer, an appliance repair shop, a feed store, a black smith, an auto body repair shop and a lumber yard. The piano teachers and the piano tuner had ample business, as did the women and children’s clothing store, a men’s clothing store, a movie theater (with showings ever night and weekend matinees), pool hall, real estate office and dairy. There were four churches in town, a Catholic elementary school, a public elementary school and a high school. Two dentist offices, two doctors, a hospital and a veterinarian served the range of health care needs. The businesses of Heron Lake served a town of about 950 people and as many more who lived on dozens of farms surrounding town in a 10-mile radius.  

 The retail businesses and restaurants – all of them family-owned, employed family members and local people, many of them women.  By the time I was eight I knew most of the business people in town, and they knew me. They also knew my parents, my sisters and my brothers. Except for the pool hall, liquor store, the hospital, implement shop, grain elevator and the businesses along the highway, I had access to any store or business in town. By the time I was six I was old enough to run uptown to pick up 49 cents worth of ground beef and a loaf of bread for dinner. The town and all its businesses were my territory.  Not surprisingly, my first job aspiration (after being Annie Oakley or Miss Kitty) was to be a clerk.  I had seen people taking telephone orders, making deliveries, shelving canned goods, setting lead type, and pumping gas and “putting it on the charge account.” I knew what time Mr. Ogg put mail in the wall of private boxes at the Post Office, I knew when the bank closed, and I knew when Rose Hullerman walked from the Federated Store to the Corner Café for a morning cup of coffee.  I also knew how fast I had to run to get home if town siren rang at noon and I was still uptown. Being late for the dinner (as we called lunch) was not allowed. 


Heron Lake Community Hospital employed perhaps 30 people, almost all of them women, including nurses, aids, technicians, cooks and cleaning staff. Sacred Heart School, where I spent eight years, staffed by the School Sisters of Notre Dame, and the public elementary school, where Mrs. Johnson was principal for as long as anyone could remember, employed all female teachers. The High School teaching staff was more diverse. 

My family lived in a part of town called “Smith’s Addition,” named I believe for a local banker named Smith who had some part in its development.  Smith’s Addition was about four blocks square. We lived in a brick house, my parents and seven children.  The house was too small for a family that size. So Dad, who was a builder, enlarged it. He and raised the entire house on jacks, dug out an old root cellar and laid a concrete block basement underneath it. Then he added a second story and remodeled the kitchen. Dad also built a garage on the lot where our house sat, and attached a workshop.  My earliest memories are of going to the workshop to watch Dad hammer and saw.  Sometimes he let me hammer nails into wood scraps for practice. I can still hear the table saw and smell the saw dust. Dad drove to his jobs in a Model A Ford filled with tools, pulling behind it a trailer with saws and sawhorses, the cement mixer and wheelbarrow, or whatever else the job required. When my daughter and I visit Heron Lake I like to drive around town and point out the houses that Dad built, the ones he remodeled, the barns he constructed in the country. His work lasted. It made life better for someone. Work had meaning and created something good. Work might require special tools and knowledge. It had smells and sounds and dangers all its own. Six days a week Dad worked hard and came home tired. Sunday he rested. 

  
Mom had grown up in the hotel and restaurant business; she had been making beds and busing dishes since she was a little girl. During her high school years she would run home at lunch time to work the noon rush.  She liked to tell stories about the travelers who would get off the late afternoon trains in Heron Lake and walk down to the Sieve Café on Main Street for a good meal before re-boarding for Mankato or Sioux City.  Mom kept a clean house, and a “cook’s” kitchen. Every meal ended with desert. She canned fruit and vegetables, baked cakes and pies, but drew the line at baking bread; we ate Sunbeam or Wonder Bread at our house. Each day of the week had a special job attached to it, and the jobs changed depending on the season, except for Monday, which was washing day. If it was raining, the wet laundry sat in baskets until the rain stopped; sometimes Mom hung it on the line in the basement. In winter the clothes came into the house freeze-dried and stiff as boards. Tuesday and Wednesday were folding and pressing days; clothes had to be sprinkled and rolled before ironing. I don’t remember Mom’s Thursday routine, but Friday and Saturday were for cleaning, changing linens and baking. Sunday was for church and maybe visiting. There was a steadiness in Mom’s work, and a very personal touch. Work meant having good meals, nice clothes and a home where we were proud to bring our friends. Work was making due with what was available. Working was no sign of servitude, but neither did it require a commander.  Work was keeping daily commitments, no matter what. Work didn’t go away if someone was sick; it merely became someone else’s responsibility. Work made home predictable and safe and beautiful.

Families in my neighborhood ran their own small businesses. Bill Nelson delivered Standard Fuel Oil to farms and houses all over the county; his wife, Thelma, worked at the liquor store. Maurice Hanson handled a huge well-drilling rig, repaired pumps and windmills; Alice Hanson answered the service calls and sent out the bills.  Don Vanderheiden owned the appliance repair shop up town; Dorothy worked there with him nearly every day. Russell Kuhnau drove a big red grain truck and on weekends he drove No. 42 in the stock car races at Jackson; and Orpha worked nights at the Campbell Soup plant in Worthington. Bob and Doris Hanson owned one of the hardware stores and worked together six days a week. Sis Shad, divorced with two small kids, ran a beauty salon out of her home and gave piano lessons. The Beeman lived in a small green shack on the edge of Smith’s Addition, where he raised bees and sold honey. Sometimes if he was sitting on the back step reading his Bible we would go to talk to him; he would read a bit and give a short sermon, and then he would show us the honeycombs and the bees. Well worth the price of admission. Work was varied in Smith’s Addition. People were good at different things. People could change jobs: it was okay to try something new. When work created problems, workers brought those problems home. Everybody worked; sometimes, even when two people earned paychecks in a family, it was not enough.

In Laborem Exercens, John Paul II reminds us that work is a noble thing, a gift from God for men and women.  “Man is the image of God partly through the mandate received from his Creator to subdue, to dominate, the earth.  In carrying out this mandate, man, every human being, reflects the very action of the Creator of the universe.” (LE, Section 4) “Each and every individual,” John Paul II asserts, “to the proper extent and in an incalculable number of ways, takes part in the giant process whereby man ‘subdues the earth’ through his work.” (LE, Section 4)  In other words, work is not something to be avoided as beneath anyone. Rather, work is to be embraced as a sign of dignity and an opportunity for grace. 

John Paul II’s words express the important lessons of my childhood, absorbed from watching and learning the adult world around me: work is both fundamental and dignified, essentially a moral act (LE, Section 6). Work derives its value from the worker whether that worker is a man or a woman, in the 1950s or 2004. Work is not something from which we need to rescued, but something with which we need to be properly acquainted so that we may better understand how it shapes our lives.  
