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ou had to be ready to roll out of bed bright and early and hit the ground
running, if you wanted to be part of the excitement on the first Tuesday in
November. And in 1960, at age ten, I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.

Early that morning, long before daylight, hours before Mom and my baby brother
would be awake, Dad would give the wall of my brother’s room and my bedroom a
flat-palmed slap. “Let’s go,” he’d say. “Rise and shine morning glory. Up and at ‘em,
hit the macadam. Time’s a wastin’.” We had about thirty seconds to jump out of bed
and get downstairs or he would leave without us. There was no time to shuck the
footed Dr. Denton’s in favor of school clothes; there wasn’t any time for a bowl of
Wheat Chex or cup of Ovaltine. All we could do was pull on boots over our pajamed
feet, wrap up in a coat and hustle out the door. It was Election Day.
Dad wasn’t the kind of guy to get taken up with one-upmanship—he couldn’t care
less if someone else on the block had a newer Rambler, or more suit coats from Max
Kadet’s Men’s Wear, or a gas-powered lawn mower, or one of those new-fangled
color TV sets—our NBC peacock appeared in various shades of gray for all of my
childhood years. But he was determined to be the first East Auroran to cast his
ballot for president.
In those days, 472 Oakwood Avenue was in Election District No. 1, and we voted at
the Medieval stone castle, the erstwhile Roycroft Chapel and then Town Hall. There,
on the corner of Main Street and Grove, we were told as kids, the mysterious,
eccentric and wonderful Oz of East Aurora, the late Elbert Hubbard, had shared his
wisdom. Most wonderful about Hubbard, I recall thinking as a youngster, was his
long hair; apparently his mother had not decreed crew cuts for all as was the case in
my family.
Anyway, at several minutes before six a.m., the three of us would head out into the
chilly darkness, astonished and enchanted by the earliness of it. We had even beaten

the Buffalo Courier Express newspaper boy, Gordie Muckler, and Joe Green, the
Helen Mary Farm Dairy milkman, unheard of. My brother Jason, then only seven,
took my dad’s hand, while I, the big kid at ten, walked untethered. We would pass
through a world still sleeping—no lights on at the Standeven’s house next door or at
the Stanley house on the corner or at Thomason’s. I would hop up on the stone wall
in front of the Roycroft Inn, showing off my balance in booted feet.
“Who you gonna vote for, Dad?” I panted. “Why is it secret? Can we go in the little
place with you? How come you wanna be first? Mr. Standeven says he won’t bother
to vote. How come he says that? Mrs. Strengler says Kennedy is a Catholic, and she
wouldn’t vote for a Catholic. Why is that? Half our friends are Catholic. I don’t get it.
You gonna vote for Mr. Kennedy or Mr. Nixon?”
Ahead, lights shone from the castle, and cars pulled into the parking lot. Our pace
quickened, until we two kids were practically running alongside Dad. We leapt up
the stone steps of the castle and hauled open the massive oak door with the heavy,
black iron hinges to find a beehive of activity inside. A dozen ladies were pulling the
thick voter registration books onto tables and readying the curtained booths. At
exactly 6:00 we stepped up to the table and Dad signed his name on the book, his
full name, William Richard Ohler, Jr., next to the number one spot on the list.
“Can I take these young men into the booth with me?” he asked.
“Certainly,” the lady said. How cool were we? I didn’t see any other kids there.
Probably still asleep.
Age has its privilege, so after we crowded into the booth and Dad had closed the
curtain with the metal handle, he lifted me up so I could see all the names and the
levers next to them, leaving my brother on the floor.
“Whom do you like, Ricky, Mr. Kennedy or Mr. Nixon?” he asked me. “They’re both
fine gentlemen who could do the job, but I say we should give our vote to Mr. . . .”
And then he pointed to one name and I pulled the lever. Hey, he believed in the
sanctity of secret ballot, and I honor that belief even today. My brother was then
hoisted up and allowed to pull the lever for congressman from the 42nd District. Yes,
New York had forty-two congressmen back then.
We left the castle, all finished by a few minutes after six, and walked home, more
slowly this time, had a dad-cooked breakfast of nearly burnt bacon and Wheat Chex.
There was a sense of pride, of contentment in Dad after voting that he rarely
exhibited on any normal day, as caught up as he was with trying to make a living for
us. In 1960, he was only fifteen years removed from WWII and the jungles of the
Philippines, a place he, who rarely swore, said was, “as close to Hell as anyone
should ever get.” I’m guessing that voting, for him, was another slap in the face to
Hirohito and Hitler, who represented the antithesis of democracy. Voting became a
sacred duty and a cherished privilege. Those who didn’t bother to vote, whether for

president, mayor, school board or a local dog leash ordinance, were barely fit to call
themselves Americans in his mind.
I suspect that my dad and others of his generation would be appalled at what passes
for an election campaign these days—the cacophony, the calumny, the vituperation
would have disgusted him. The self-serving nature of all involved would have
saddened him. And the money-buys-power reality of today’s political landscape
would have sickened him. Regardless of how he had cast his ballot that November
morning fifty-two years ago, John Kennedy’s inaugural request, “Ask not what your
country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country,” resonated within
him.
These days I vote in Election District No. 12 at the Town Highway Department on
East Quaker. It’s not nearly as romantic as the castle at Main and Grove, voting next
to a snowplow instead of a bust of Elbert Hubbard. And they no longer have the
booths with the levers that make the satisfying “ka-chunk” when you pull them.
Filling out the paper ballot reminds me of taking the standardized Iowa tests in
grade school, a terrifying experience. But I’ll be there on November 6 as close to six
a.m. as I can make it. With some prodding and a few grumbles, I’ll have my
seventeen-year-old with me, just as I had my older kids with me in earlier days. I’m
pretty sure they’ll be voting this November, but they’ll get a phone call from Dad on
that Tuesday, as a gentle reminder. I’ll try to resist giving them my, “Voting is a
sacred, privilege that not everyone in the world has; be thankful for it,” speech. With
luck, they’ll pass the voting tradition onto to their kids.
Update 8/14/18: Kateri and I now vote in Aurora’s District 5. Look for us on November
6 at the East Aurora Public Library as we try to be first to cast our ballots.

