Remembering Grandpa Ouellette

My memory of Grandpa Ouellette is of his infectious
laugh, quiet voice and unusual job. He passed away
when | was in the first grade. | know from reading his
obituary he had a number of jobs including working on
the railroad and serving in the military. | got a better
picture of him when | found the letter he wrote to his
mother published September 13, 1918 in the Grass Range
Review (below). | only recall his last chapter--he was a
“wino” that was the term my folks used to describe what
he did.

We would drive north from Billings, Montana to Great
Falls, every month or so, 4-6 hours depending on the
weather, on a two-lane road that winds through the plains
and wheat fields of Montana. Halfway through the trip
was “Eddies Corners” and we would stop for gas and the
restrooms. There was a truck stop diner too, but we
always brought our own snacks-my mom majored in car
picnics served while driving to “make good time”. Mom
would dole out cheese and crackers while Dad drove like
a bat out of hell and my brother, and I played in the back
seat of several cars—the one | recall him liking the best
was a 454 Monte Carlo-Burgundy. When we got to
Great Falls we would stay with Grandma Vi. My
grandparents were divorced when Dad was in the first
grade. Grandma Vi was 16 when they married, not long
out of Indian school, and | imagine that may have been
part of the issue.

When we would get settled, Dad would go and find
Grandpa Ouellette, check him into a hotel for as long as
he could afford, and get him cleaned up. We would go
visit him and he would play with my brother and me. He
asked us questions and he always listened to the
answers.

He was very generous. Apparently, that was part of the
problem. When his check came in, he was known for
buying everyone a round.

There was a sadness behind his eyes that | could see even
as a child and I knew he had lived a hard life and that
being a wino was not the hardest part . . .
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* Letter from Robert Ouellette.

Dear Mother:

Just a few lines to let you know
that [ am well and hope you are
thesame. | am in a different
camp altogether since I wrote you
last. I have beea on the road
pretty much all the time ever
since I left California. [ was at

company that I was vit.h has
gone across already. | was ready

to with them; in fact
1-'-::'3&»: s day and a
were out on the sea
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Well, how are the mlm
ting along? Have you much
rain? 19 is sure & pretty place:
green grass and shade trees all
ov_g:od th: Alli: I

way are ng
after the Germans now | &-:
think it will be long before we
will be home n. .

But mother | will have to close
my letter for this time, with love
and best regards to all my friends.
Your loving son,

ROBERT F. OUELETTE,
Co. A, 156th Inf., 39th Division,
Camp Merritt, New Jersey,




