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Riverboats and Pirates
“Say, Wart.  How’s everything going?  Been on any adventures lately?” said Grampus.

“Oh, Grampus,” Wart said like Grampus was just being silly.  “We went to the mall and got Mexican food and then came to see you,” answered Wart.  Grampus had always called the Wart, Wart even though Wart’s mother thought it was a terrible name.

“Sounds like high adventure to me.  When I was your age we went to town once a month.  I had Mexican food every morning.  Refried beans rolled up in a tortilla with a mug of hot atole.  For desert, there were oranges and pomegranates hanging on the trees and I would send my pet monkey up to pick some for me.”

“Grampus, did you really have a pet monkey?” asked Wart.

“Wart, you shore do ask a bunch of questions.  I had an imaginary pet monkey named Winslow and we used to play out in the orange grove,” grinned Grampus. 

“What’s atole?  See my new red cowboy boots?” 


“Atole is an old Aztec Indian drink I taught them how to cook many years ago.  Its kinda like thin oatmeal and you drink it.  I’ll make you some one of these mornings.  You can sit right here next to me on the porch swing, drink atole and wear your new red boots,” said Grampus.

“Uncle Art says you’re full of hot air.  Where do you get hot air from?” asked Wart.

“If you listen to your Uncle Art you might hear anything,” groused Grampus.

“A kid in my class said his family went for a ride on a riverboat last summer.  Did you ever see a riverboat?” asked Wart.

“Oh my yes,” said Grampus squirming around on the porch swing seat to get comfortable.  “Would you like to hear about my adventures on a riverboat and maybe even some pirates?”

“How much truth will there be?” asked Wart.

“Let me put it this way.  There will be some truth but enough hot air to keep your Uncle Art from being a liar,” explained Grampus.

“Okeedokee.  Let her rip,” grinned Wart.

“Where did you ever hear words like that?” said Grampus grinning.

“From you, Grampus.  Last time when I was telling you about recess,” replied Wart.

“I just don’t get any respect,” said Grampus pretending to be upset.   

“This all happened down along the Rio Grande River,” said Grampus.  “Back before they invented trucks and highways and even before your Uncle Art was born.  There were several small steamboats used to take cotton from Rio Grande City to Brownsville where it was loaded on larger ships and taken to England.”

“Where is Rio Grande City and England?” asked Wart.

“Let’s get out the world atlas and see,” said Grampus.  “Here is a map of the world.  England is that little pink country.  There is Africa and there is China and here is Texas.  Lets flip over and look at a Texas map.  There is Brownsville and right up the river is Rio Grande City.”

“Smaller boats brought cargo like cotton and firewood from further up the Rio Bravo del Norte like the Mexicans call the Rio Grande and from up the Rio Concho down in Mexico.”

“That was a long time ago when the river used to get ten miles wide during a flood.  Since then the rivers have gotten dry.  They pumped most of the water out of the rivers to water crops and then built dams on the rivers to make electricity and save what little water got through.”  Pointing at the map, “Today if you go down to the where the Rio Grande runs into the Gulf of Mexico you might have to go ten miles up river to find enough water to float a rowboat.”

“Did you know some escaped slaves from Africa built a village right down at the mouth of the river before the Civil War?  It was called Sinbad and lasted several years before it was blown away in a hurricane.  They dressed in African clothes and hunted rabbits and javelinas with spears and bow and arrows.”

“What are slaves and what was the Civil War?” asked Wart.

“Slaves were Africans who were captured and sent to the New World to work.  They were owned by their masters and could be sold any time.  Think you would like to be a slave?” asked Grampus.

“No way” said Wart.  “Mom’s bad enough making me do chores.”

“The Civil War was between the northern states that had no slaves and the southern states that used slave labor to operate the cotton and tobacco plantations.  It was a long, cruel war that the north won.  That’s why we don’t have slaves in America,” explained Grampus.

“ Oh,” said Wart.

“Anyway,” Grampus continued.  “I was working on this riverboat when it hit a sandbar near Rio Grande City.  We were going so fast we almost ran clear out of the water.”

“A pirate had moved the channel markers and his gang was waiting for us to run aground.  Old Pedro the Pirate came on board and robbed all the passengers.  A couple of his men took the safe up on the bank and blew it up and took all the gold.  They lit out for Mexico galloping off in the dark.”

“Did anyone call 911?” asked Wart.

“No.  I hadn’t invented the telephone and 911 yet”, said Grampus.

“I grabbed one of those pirates as he left the ship.  I tied him up and took he horse and told the Captain to get the sheriff.”

“You caught a pirate?”  asked Wart.

“Well.  He was the last one to leave the ship.  When he jumped off he hit the mud, slipped, and fell down.  I jumped right on top of him,” explained Grampus.

“The gang crossed the river several times to throw me off the trail, but the next evening I caught one of them when he was out hunting supper.  Next morning I captured another one while he was collecting firewood for breakfast”.

“This just left Old Pedro and the gold, and there was too much gold for him to carry by himself and still get away.  I snuck up on the camp and got the drop on Pedro.  I made him put the gold on the packhorse and tied him up.  While I went out to bring in the other pirates, Pedro got loose and headed for the hills without most of the gold.”

“I took the gold back to the riverboat and my two captives to the sheriff.  The captain got the gold back, and everyone got their money back too.  The riverboat was still stuck, so I took my reward money and the horse I borrowed from that first outlaw and went on to San Antonio to see Davy Crocket.”

“Aw Grampus.  You sure that’s all true?” asked Wart.

“Honest Injun,” said Grampus with his fingers crossed.  “Let’s go in and get some cold limeade.”

Cool Cook


“Grampus, Mom says you used to be a good cook,” said Wart.  “Is that true?”


“Shore is and its not “used to be”,” said Grampus.  “I am still the cookingest cook you can imagine.  I learned to cook from my mother who learned from one of those fancy French cooking schools.  I taught the Cajuns to make crawfish pie.  I learned to cook wild food from the Indians with Louis and Clark, things like roasted bear and pine needle tea, and pemmican.  Even the asternuts asked me what they should take to the moon.”


“Did you ever get paid to cook?’ asked Wart wide eyed.


“I was the best cook the Air Force ever had.  I worked my way through high school short order cooking scrambled eggs for breakfast and burgers for lunch.  I did camp cooking for lots of cowboys and scientists,” bragged Grampus.


“What kind of things did you cook?” asked Wart.


“What kind of things do you like?” countered Grampus.

“Cheese samiches,” said Wart.


“I used to love Velveeta cheese and grape jelly”, said Grampus.


“That sounds strange but good,” replied Wart.


“You bet its good,” said Grampus licking his lips.  “I used to make deep-fried peanut butter and banana sandwiches for Elvis.”


“Who was Elvis?” asked Wart.


“You never heard of The King?  Elvis Presley?  Blue Suede Shoes?  You Ain’t Nothing but a Hound Dog?”


“None of that sounds familiar,” says Wart.

   
“My goodness, youngun.  Whars yer book larning?  Elvis was one of the most famous singers of the twentieth century.  Him and Burl Ives, and the Big Bopper, and the Beatles,” said Grampus.


“Never heard of any of them, Grampus.”


“Well, I declare.  How’s about we go make some peanut butter and banana sandwiches and crank up the Gramophone and dig up some of my old waxes,” suggested Grampus.


“Sounds good, Grampus.  How’s about a glass of chocolate milk to wash it down.  What is a grammaphone, Grampus?” asked Wart.  “Momma’s got several kinds of waxes for shoes and floors and furniture.”


“I was referring to those flat round things they recorded music on,” said Grampus.


“You mean CDs and DVDs,” replied Wart.


“Yeah, that’s what I meant.  Platters.  Discs.  Hot waxes,” recalled Grampus.  “We’ll go on and get some lemonade and apple slices.  Then I’ll dig up some of my old records.  Maybe you can get your Mom in so she can show you how to cut a rug.  I’ll beat you to the kitchen,” challenged Grampus, “ but you’ll have to give me a head start.”


“Oh, Grampus,” said Wart.

Flying


Wart came into the backyard to visit his Grampus.  Grampus was snoozing in a hammock in the shade with a book spread across his stomach.


“Grampus,” said Wart.  “You asleep?”


Grampus jumped and said, “Me?  Sleeping?  I was just resting my eyes.  I wouldn’t waste time sleeping on a beautiful day like today.”


Wart grinned.  “I was just checking, Grampus.”


Grampus growled in his throat.  “And what were you checking?  The price of tea in China?  How far a bear can go into the woods?”


Wart grinned.  They went through this every afternoon in the summer.  “Mom says you used to fly.”


Grampus grinned.  “Yeah.  I used to fly but my arms kept getting tired.”


“Oh, Grampus.  Don’t be silly.  I meant fly in an airplane.”


“Yessir-re-bobaloo.  I flew in Air Force and Navy planes of a lot of different kinds.”


“Did you ever fly in a jet?” asked Wart.


“I rode in a lot of commercial jets across the country and across the oceans to Europe and China.  But the ones I flew in were old planes with props.  I flew with some of the best.  Jimmy Doolittle.  Eddy Stinson.  Chuck Yeager.  Sergeant Baker.  Mr. Spock.  I flew with them all,” bragged Grampus.


“Were you really on the Enterprise with Mr. Spock?” asked Wart.


“Well, maybe not Mr. Spock.  But I flew with a lot of good men.  We went a lot of places and had a lot of adventures,” said Grampus.


“Where did you go, Grampus?”


“We flew to Canada and England and to Greece and Turkey and north to Greenland and Iceland.  Why don’t you run in and get an atlas so we can see where these places are?” said Grampus sitting up in the hammock.

Wart returned lugging a world atlas the size of a small country.  “Let’s see where we are right now.  Got any ideas?” asked 

Grampus.



Wart said, “I’m not sure.  Mom says we live in Texas and my teacher says we live in the United States.  Which one is right?”

“That’s not as strange as you might think”, replied Grampus.  “They are both right.  Let’s look in the Atlas.  On a world map the United States is in North America with Canada and Mexico.  Texas is one of the 50 states in the United States.”

“If we look at a map of Texas you see a bunch of lines for highways and rivers and some dots for cities,” explained Grampus.

“Let’s look at the world map and find where we are now.  There is South America below North America.”

“Here is something to remember and you will never get lost.  Remember the top of the map is always north and there is usually an arrow pointing north.  Finding your way is called navigating.”

“Way across this blue Atlantic Ocean heading east is Europe and Africa.  If we go west across the Pacific Ocean you run into Asia and Australia.  If you go south across the bottom of the map you find a white continent called Antarctica all covered with ice.  Hardly anything lives there but penguins.”

“Golly, Grampus.  I don’t think I can remember all that.”

“Golly. Gee, Wart.  How you gonna get to someplace unless you know where it is?  Put you finger on Texan and show me where Europe is.”  Wart points them out.

“Good.  Now let’s go south to South America and on south to Antarctica.”  Wart finds them easily.

“Very good.  Now let’s head north to Asia.  China and Japan and Russia are in Asia.  Let’s go south from Asia to Australia.”  Wart finds these places.

“Outstanding!  Let’s take a shortcut across the Pacific Ocean from Australia to Texas.”

“Wow,” said Grampus.  “That was a long trip.  Let’s take a short trip from here to the kitchen.  Think you can navigate that far?  I bet there is some milk and some Oreo cookies if we don’t get lost.”

“Ok, Grampus.  I can navigate there faster than you,” said Wart jumping off the porch and taking two loops around the yard with his arms out stretched and making a whirring sound.

Outdoor Cooking

“Grampus.  Do you like the night?” asked Wart.


“Sure do,” said Grampus turning hamburgers over on the gas barbeque grill on the patio.  “There are a lot of interesting things about the night.  You can see the moon and lots of stars.”


“Aren’t you scared at night, Grampus?” asked Wart.  “There are weird sounds and you can’t see in the blackness.”


“Most of the sounds are the same as you hear in the daylight like traffic, thunder and your mother calling to find out where you are.  Then there are a few sounds that you hear only at night like whippoorwills and coyotes howling,” said Grampus moving some of the done burgers off the fire to the edge of the grill.


“You can see things in the dark if you wait a couple minutes until you eyes get used to the dark”, explained Grampus putting some ears of corn on the grill.  “You can see things better in the dark if you don’t look directly at them.  You can see things better if the object is moving or if you move your head a little.”


“I hear weird noises in the house when the lights are turned off.  What are these sounds?” asked Wart.


“Well”, said Grampus.  “The house talks when it gets cool and quiet.  You can hear pops and squeaks when the wood and nails cool and shrink.  You can hear branches scratching on the roof.  There might be a bump and tinkle as the ice maker in the refrigerator dumps a tray of ice and fills up again.  You probably hear other people moving around in the house.”  Grampus moved all the burgers onto a plate and put the hamburger buns on to heat for a minute while he moved the hot ears of corn to another plate.


“Let’s go in and eat,” said Grampus turning off the gas and putting down the cover. “We can come out again after supper and find the Big Dipper.”

Unidentified Flying Objects


“Hi, Grampus,” hollered Wart running up the walk.  “Did you ever see a UFO?”


“You mean Unidentified Flying Objects?” asked Grampus.


“You guessed right, Grampus,” said Wart.  “At recess there was a bright spot of light high in the sky and some of the kids thought it was a UFO.  I thought it was probably an airplane.”


  “Your guess was probably correct.  Most UFOs are sunlight reflecting off of an airplane or a weather balloon,” explained Grampus.  “Sometimes near sundown people think the bright planet Venus or a small ice cloud lit by the sun is a UFO.  Sometimes at night people mistake a meteor or a satellite for a UFO.”


“Did you ever see a real UFO Grampus?” asked Wart.


“When I was flying over the north Atlantic I spotted something on radar.  It was going Mach 3 at a hundred thousand feet.  It turned out to be a spy plane.”


“Wow.  How high is a hundred thousand feet?” asked Wart.


“Can you do division?” asked Grampus.  Wart nodded.  “There are about 5000 feet in a mile so divide 100 by 5.”


“One hundred divided by five is twenty,” said Wart proudly.


“Correct,” beamed Grampus.  “It was flying about 20 miles high where the sky is almost black and you can see stars in the day time.”


“Wow.  How fast is Mach 3?” asked Wart.


“Well, Dr. Mach found how fast sound travels.  This is 1,090 feet per second at sea level and called Mach 1,” explained Grampus.


“How fast is that?” asked Wart.


“How about we walk down to your school and maybe I can show you,” suggested Grampus.  “Tell you mother we will be back in a little while.”

Flying Really Fast

Grampus and Wart were walking past the schoolyard. As they passed the athletic field and track, “Did you ever go around this track?” asked Grampus.


“We used to walk around it but now some of us run around it.  Last time the teacher said we did it in five minutes,” bragged Wart.


“Can you figure how many miles per hour this is?  How about we walk around the track?” asked Grampus. 


“There are 60 minutes in an hour,” said Wart.


“The track is a quarter mile around,” said Grampus.


“Since we ran this in five minutes that’s four quarter miles times five minutes.  That’s, lets see, 20 minutes per mile.  Correct?” asked Wart.


“Right.  Now how many miles per hour?” asked Grampus.

“That would be 60 minutes in an hour divided by 20 minutes.  That equals to 3 miles per hour.  That’s not very fast,” said Wart.

“Compared to a car, maybe.  But the fastest person can only run about 15 miles per hour for a short distance,” explained Grampus.  “This track is 1320 feet around or a quarter mile.  It is a little more than how far sound travels in a second.”

“How long is a second?” asked Wart.

“Say, ‘a thousand and one’.”

“A thousand and one,” said Wart.

“It takes about a second to say that,” explained Grampus.

“You mean sound could go around the track in a second?” asked Wart.

“Not exactly but it gives you an idea of how fast sound goes.  This is called Mach 1.  Now how many times around the track in a second would be Mach 3?” asked Grampus.

“Wow!  Three times in a second!  Now that’s fast,” exclaimed Wart.  

“Let’s toddle back home and see if there is some lemonade,” said Grampus.

“How fast is a toddle?” asked Wart. 

“About as fast as we can walk,” replied Grampus as they left the track.    

Out in the Garden Eating Worms

Wart looked through the garden gate at the flowers and vegetables growing in the garden.  He spied Grampus kneeling down near an empty flowerbed with a flat of small flowers beside him.  “Whatcha doing, Grampus?” asked Wart as he entered the garden.


“Just soaking up sunshine and eating worms,” replied Grampus.  “And planting some marigolds for this fall.”


“Are you really eating worms?” asked Wart.


“No.  But there are plenty of big healthy earthworms if I really wanted to eat a few,” said Grampus picking up a large wiggly worm.


“What are worms doing in the garden?” Wart inquired.


Grampus planted the last marigold and looked over at Wart grinning.  “They live in the garden and eat dirt.  And they aerate the soil as they crawl through the dirt,” observed Grampus.  “They eat plant material mixed in the soil and poop out fertilizer that helps plants grow.”


“Could you really eat worms?” asked Wart.


“Certainly could,” said Grampus as he put his tools away and watered the new plants.  “They are mostly water and a little protein and kinda crunchy unless you wait for the soil in their gut to pass through their gut,” said Grampus.  “You getting hungry?  There are some fresh carrots and maybe a ripe tomato here in the garden.”


“Yuck,” exclaimed Wart.  “No way.”


Grampus pulled a young carrot out of the ground.  He shook off most of the dirt then rubbed it across his pants and took a bite.  Wart watched Grampus chew the carrot.  “What’s it taste like, Grampus?”


“Try a bite,” said Grampus.  


Wart took a small bite.  “It tastes kinda sweet,” observed Wart.


Grampus picked two bright red sun ripened tomatoes.  He bit off a small piece of tomato skin and sprinkled a little salt on the bare spot from a shaker he had in his pants pocket.  He took a big bite and sprinkled a little more salt on the remaining tomato and popped it into his mouth.  “Umm.  That’s the way to eat a tomato.  Wanna try?”


Wart copied Grampus’ tomato eating technique.  “Umm boy,” said Wart.  “That’s really good.”


“I think I heard a pitcher of lemonade calling me in out of the sun.  If you will carry the basket of vegetables for me there might just be enough lemonade for two.”


Wart picked up the basket with a couple tomatoes, a bunch of carrots, an onion, two ears of corn, and a cucumber, and followed Grampus to the kitchen.  “Vegetables taste better right out of the ground and out in the garden,” concluded Wart.  “I’ll have to tell my Mom.”

An Oil Change

Wart was sitting on the front porch waiting for Grampus to arrive.  Grampus had asked if Wart wanted to ride along while Grampus got the oil in his car changed.


Grampus stopped at the curb and called, “Wart, you ready to go?”  Wart said “Ready as I’ll ever get.  I’ll tell Mom we’re leaving.”


Wart got in the car and Grampus helped him fasten his seat belt.  “Why does the car need its oil changed?” asked Wart as they drove to the oil-changing place.   “Cause the oil gets dirty”, said Grampus handing Wart a picture book on automobiles.  Wart looked  through it as they drove.


When they arrived at the oil-changing place there were three big doors like garage doors at home.  A young man in a clean blue uniform guided them into one of the rooms called a “bay”.  They drove along a narrow track over a large hole in the floor and stopped. 


Grampus and Wart got out of the car and Wart brought the book along.  A man called out from under the cat that Bay One was draining.  Wart looked under the car in time to see a man remove a plug from the bottom of the engine and black oil gush out into a big funnel.


Grampus and Wart went into a waiting room to wait for the oil change to be finished and to look at the car book.  They sat together on a sofa and Grampus opened the book to a picture of an automobile engine.  Grampus pointed out the engine block with six cylinders.  Each cylinder had a piston and all the pistons were connected to a crankshaft.  He explained that a mixture of gasoline and air was pulled into the cylinder.  A spark from the spark plug exploded the mixture.  This exploding gas pushed the piston down to turn the crank.  The oil was slippery and allowed the piston to slide inside the cylinder.  The oil also made a seal between the cylinder and piston and also cooled the engine.  Some of the burned gas and burned oil was removed by clean oil and filtered out in the oil filter.  The dirty oil and the filter had to be replaced every few thousand miles so the engine would run well.


“Wow”, said Wart.  “But how does the engine run?”


Grampus said “You turn the key and the engine starts.” 

Just then the man in the bay said they were all ready to go.  Grampus paid the bill and the man gave Wart a cherry lollypop and a lemon lollypop for Grampus.  Grampus drove the car out and told Wart they would talk about other parts of the car later.

What Else is Under the Hood?

 
On the way home from the oil change Wart asked Grampus what else was under the hood.  Grampus grinned and told Wart they would look at the book some more when they got home.


They settled in Grampus’ porch swing with a cold glass of lemonade and Grampus opened the book to the picture of the automobile engine.  “Where shall we start?”


Wart wanted to know about the lights so Grampus pointed out the parts that made the electricity.  In the front of the engine was a fan that was turned by the engine to pull air through the radiator and blow air over the engine.  On the back of the fan was a pulley that had a belt running over it.  The belt turned the alternator and generated electricity.   Some of the electricity went to the battery for storage.  The rest of the electricity went to the ignition system that sent sparks to the spark plugs.

“But what about the lights,” asked Wart.
Grampus pointed out the battery, lights, horn and radio and explained that the lights and the horn and the radio ran on electricity from the battery.  Grampus said, “The light work when you turn the light switch on.”

“OK, said Wart.  “How does the car start and stop moving?”

 
Grampus scratched his head and scrutched around on the seat to get comfortable.  “Where did you get all of these questions?”  Wart grinned and said, “That’s what you get for volunteering.”

Grampus pointed out the engine, transmission and wheels.  “The engine is connected to the transmission.  The transmission lets you pick out whether you go forward or backward and sends the energy from the engine to the wheels.”  
“You need to step on the brakes to stop the car.  The brakes rub on the brake drum and stop the wheels.  The car moves when you step on the gas and stops when you step on the brake pedal.”


“OK”, said Wart closing the book.  “Hows about we go out and look at the car and you can show me these parts.”


“Good idea,” said Grampus taking a final swallow of lemonade.  “Lead the way.”   

Reading is fun

I always say

I try to read something

Every day 
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