Mr. Coffee
by Frank Muzopappa

The famous baseball star, Joe DiMaggio, was also known as “The Yankee Clipper,” “The Bronx Bomber,” and “Joltin’ Joe.”  After his retirement from baseball, he acquired another epithet:  “Mr. Coffee.”  He was on television, promoting a coffeemaker with the brand name of Mr. Coffee.


In Penowa, we knew a Mr. Coffee when Joe DiMaggio was still playing baseball; he was Mr. Willis Coffee.  It must be stated that at the time being described here, children were taught to respect their elders, which included their addressing the adults as “Mr.” or “Mrs.,” preceding their surname.  Also, the adults (mostly immigrants) followed this same courtesy.


Mr. Coffee was a well trained electrician.  Not only did he install light switches, wiring and upgrading of fuse boxes in the homes, he regulated the transformers mounted high on utility poles.  The three coal mines, three grocery stores, and a tavern were the prominent consumers of electricity, especially for the refrigeration the stores required.  The high-voltage equipment at the mines was needed for the loco that pulled the coal cars, the large fans that blew air into the mine pits, and the breakers, where the coal was separated and graded as to size of the lumps.


To access the transformers, Mr. Coffee had to shinny up utility poles to service and regulate them.  There were no truck-mounted cherry pickers to provide a large bucket that lifts a worker to the transformer and also serves as a platform to allow the worker to do the work needed.


Mr. Coffee had to rely on a spike-like cleat that was strapped to the inner-side of each foot, near the ankle, allowing him to spike his way up to the transformer.  He also used a heavy leather belt that was fastened to his body and it loosely surrounded the pole.  When he climbed, he held the belt with both hands, pulling it toward him, forming a tight loop around the pole which allowed him to balance himself as he shinnied up the pole.  Once he reached the transformer, he released his grip on the belt, and it now worked as a sling, holding his upper body loosely to the pole as he used both hands to service the transformer.


Considering inclement weather, height of the transformer, the high voltage, and depending on two spikes stuck in a pole to support the body while working with tools suspended from a belt around his waist, was a challenge to the stout-hearted, at best.  As a young boy I was in awe as I watched him work.


It was not until 1944, the year that I entered Avella High School, that I learned that Mr. Coffee was the father of five attractive daughters.  Shirley, the older of the daughters, became the wife of John Vallina.  Together they operated a grocery store in Langeloth for many years.  John was an uncle to Barry Alvarez.  Lois was a popular cheerleader, and she was followed by a set of identical twins, Mary Lou and Marla.  Willa was the fifth child, who tragically passed away in her teens.  Mary Lou and Marla have remained close friends of Frank Rotunda, Jr., with whom they have socialized since their high school days.


It was not until the World War II years that Mr. Coffee’s service was to increase in Penowa, since many young women were entering the work force in jobs previously assigned to men.  This change brought about a considerable improvement in the national economy, bringing an end to the Great Depression.  The demand for many of the electrical appliances heretofore not affordable was about to begin.  Acquisition of these products, such as electric stoves, water heaters, vacuum cleaners, refrigerators and water pumps, would only be available if the suppliers had leftovers from the prewar years. The real impact would not come about until the high demand for military equipment ended in August of 1946.


No more would the women of Penowa have to cook, bake, and heat water on a coal-fired stove on a brutally hot day.  The carpet beaters, Kalamazoo coal stoves, sad irons and kerosene lamps could now be retired as antiques.  No!  I do not include the ice box, because the “ice man did not cometh” to Penowa in that era.


Having made life in Penowa so much more comfortable, it was only fitting that Mr. Coffee should end his work day by accepting an invitation from Frank Rotunda, Sr., to join him in a fine glass of wine in Frank’s wine cellar of the Penowa Grocery Store.  Mr. Coffee could choose a white wine, fermented from Muscat grapes, or the purple wine, made from Concord grapes that Frank himself had grown and harvested from his hillside vineyard, reminiscent of Italy.  This purple wine was known, in the vernacular, as “Dago Red,” a popular wine in the area…Salute! 
