Letter written by Laura Ellis Mullian to Friends in Michigan (former baby-sitters)

Noted by Laura – Tracy 4 ½, Johnny 3 months







34 Winchester Ave.







Yonkers 2, NY







April 25, 1952

Dear Marge and Jack,


I owe you a number of apologies for not writing sooner.  I skipped Christmas cards, planning to combine them, for people such as you, with a note written in the hospital in January.  When Tracy was born I sent all the announcements from the hospital, as I stayed in bed four days.  But when Johnny was born January 29th (John Robert) I was out of bed in 12 hours.  The Naval Hospital at St. Albans, Long Island, uses the rooming-in plan and I found I didn’t have time for even one announcement.


Johnny was – and is – a model baby.  But I kept rather busy in the hospital, as the woman in the room with me, who was formerly a nurse in the Ypsilanti hospital, developed phlebitis.  As the hospital, like most nowadays, was short of personnel, I took care of her and her baby mostly, as well as of Johnny.  She gave me a fine course in practical nursing.  Her uncle is Bruce Hague -–a name which sounds vaguely familiar from the Ypsilanti papers.


(If this sounds at all disconnected, you may find I have interpolated some answers to some of the questions Tracy is currently bombarding me with.  He is playing on the living room rug with a new fire chief’s car.)  This is the first rainy day we have had in a long while.  The tulips by our back fence, which we planted last fall, needed the rain badly.  Johnny is asleep on our bed.  Usually he would be out by the tulips in his carriage, where I can watch him out the kitchen window.


When I began this I had some hopes of making a decent letter out of it, as Tracy was entertaining Johnny, playing the music box for him.  But you are more likely to get this if I keep on than if I wait for “a good time”, as I have for 3 months.  (“When do you get to be 7 ½ years old, Mommy?”) (“Ollie Reed had a fire truck for his 8th birthday?”)


I had thought, since I didn’t write you immediately, that I might get a picture of Johnny to send you.  However you can look up the current (May 3) issued of Collier’s if you want a good color likeness.  The cover baby is the image of Johnny, except that he hasn’t yet learned to prop a hand under his head like that.


Tracy and Johnny looked exactly alike when they were born.  Everyone says how much Johnny looks like Tracy. 


Tracy was 8 lbs 7 oz – 2 weeks late


Johnny was 8 lbs 4 oz – 10 days late

So you see they were really the same weight, though Johnny was 2 ½ inches longer than Tracy was (19 and 21 ½”).  Does that mean he will be taller than Tracy?  (Hospitals measure differently)


Tracy is currently playing “Michigan Band” – a good rainy-day occupation.  He and Johnny adore each other, which is fortunate.  I’ve been nursing Johnny, which I find is very convenient for reading bedtime stories for both of them.  Johnny is content to listen – and nurse – indefinitely.  I also have a free hand for helping snowsuits and boots off and on in the daytime, without disturbing Johnny’s meal.  He also eats cereal and a variety of fruits and vegetables, which require 2 hands to manage, and I’ve recently been giving him a powdered milk in a bottle, which he wants more and more of.


Saturday he nursed 3 times, had cereal, applesauce, peaches, and seven bottles of milk.  Needless to say, he didn’t sleep much that day – nor was he very hungry the next day.  He is very different from what Tracy was like (That was evident the day he was born).   Tracy would scream bloody murder until he was fed – Johnny just waits and sucks his thumb.  I figure when he starts to suck he must be hungry.  The rooming-in plan gives a much better start on nursing than the way Tracy was started.


Johnny is not exactly named for, but you might say was inspired by, Johnny De’Oloia.  Tracy still talks of Johnny with nostalgia, and may yet telephone him.  We were about to let him, as a Christmas present, when he temporarily stopped talking about it.  For a long time he wanted “a little sister name Johnny.”  Neither his Daddy nor I could think of any name that better suited all three of us – so he is John Robert. 

Notes made in 1987 by Laura Ellis Mulligan:  


The nurse in the room with me, who used to work in the Ypsilanti Hospital, is the one who told me that the doctor who took care of Tracy’s allergies at the University of Michigan Hospital was the “foremost allergy researcher in the world”. 


“Marge and Jack” were our baby-sitters – lived in Ypsilanti.  Jack was a math major at the University of Michigan – so when we came home at 1 a.m. from a party – he and Dad talked at least another hour usually.


Jo (see next letter) – the mother of Johnny D’Oloia, who lived across the street from us in Ypsilanti.  Johnny’s father worked for an airline at the Detroit airport.  They had free passes, and occasionally went to LaGuardia (because they used to live there.  I think Johann’s father used to work at LaGuardia, and his Italian parents grew up in the New York area.)


But except for that one phone call, we never connected with them again.  We did visit Ypsilanti one Sunday afternoon, driving up from Camp Perry, Ohio, probably our last summer, when Tracy was almost 13. (1966)


We saw only our former next door neighbors, who had moved in the last year with 4-year-old Pam (see pictures later).  Pam and Tracy were now in Junior High.  He father taught Industrial Arts.


They moved into the house where the “Jean Jordan” mentioned in next letter had lived.  She was also from the New York area – I think New Rochelle.


The Higgins mentioned – Tracy and Johnny should both remember.  Hugh Higgins brought Marquise as his bride-to-be to Ann Arbor “for approval”. Then we welcomed his bride. 






34 Winchester Avenue






Yonkers, New York






November 11, 1952

Dear Jo,  (mother of Johnny D’Oloia) 


You were no more surprised tonight than was I, to have Tracy phone Johnny.  Actually, it was not a sudden idea, by any means.  It was just that such a long time had elapsed, I was afraid Johnny might wonder who Tracy was.


Last year Tracy talked constantly of Johnny – of phoning him, visiting him, or having him playing here.  He always took an extra sandwich or an extra gun along “for Johnny”.  We had decided to let him phone Johnny for a Christmas present.  Then – perhaps with the general excitement of Christmas – about that time he temporarily stopped talking about Johnny.


This week Tracy has been in with a sore throat and has been getting lonesome.  Today he was out in the car with his daddy, who had a holiday.  They were visiting for a little while the Higgins, who used to live in Pittsfield Village, now live about three miles from us here.  After they left there, Tracy talked and talked about Johnny, and wanted to “pack up and go to Michigan right away.  Finally his daddy said he could phone Johnny.


There are lots of children in the garden apartment development where we live, but none to take Johnny’s place.  This year, of course, he is in kindergarten, right across the street, from 1 to 3 every afternoon.  There are no other kindergarten-age children near our apartment.  His best playmates last year and this have been mostly the 5 little girls and one boy, who were in kindergarten last year.  Now they are in school full time this year, Tracy in the mornings just about runs a pre-school of his own out here, with eight to-three-and four-year-olds, whom he teaches, “London Bridge” and other things to.  In the afternoons after school he has his best friend Jeffery, a year older (who is a very poor substitute for Johnny) and the two boys across the street who are exceptionally nice, but go with an older gang, as they are 6 and 8.  Tracy and Jeffery tag along with the gang – probably about ten boys between six and ten who live close to us.


We are fortunate in our particular apartment (that is why Tracy selected this one), in that our bedroom window is on a corner, with a row of large maple trees and a stone wall behind.  The wall borders the New York City aqueduct – a fine place for them to play.  They can dig behind our building (I pass equipment out the window), climb the trees, go over the fence, go hunting in the woods and fishing in the brook.


And last spring I could put the baby carriage out there under the kitchen window.  John Robert – Johnny – was born January 29th at the St. Alban’s Naval Hospital on Long Island.  He is the kind of baby you dream about but seldom meet, so my summer was a very easy one.  I hardly knew I had a baby, for all the neighbors wanted to “borrow” him all the time.  With all the dozens of other babies around here for competition, Johnny still had so many admirers that I could put his carriage or playpen out front almost anytime, knowing he would be well-looked after.  (We have no windows on the front).


Johnny and Tracy adore each other.  Johnny is big enough now (he is around 21 lbs – has been standing up since he was six months old, around the first of August) to play with Tracy’s fire engines, trucks, blocks, etc.  They have great fun together.


Our carriage lifts out as a bassinet, to fit in the car, so Johnny went happily along all summer whenever we wanted to go out.  One afternoon I left here about 1 or 2 p.m., not taking much with me, as I planned on being home by 5 or 6 p.m.  But we phoned his daddy from a drugstore near Central Park.  (If this occasionally seems disconnected, it is because it has been written in several installments – this is another day.)


I believe that was the afternoon we saw the South African animals in the American Museum of Natural History – lions ‘n’ tigers ‘n’ elephants, also elands and koodoos and quaggos (we’d been reading Kipling) Johnny loved them.  In fact I think Johnny, at 4 or 5 months, had a better time than Tracy, who wanted to go instead to the zoo to see live animals.


As we couldn’t park at rush hour anywhere close enough to the zoo, we found a drugstore on a nice quiet side street, where we could phone their daddy.  He surprised us by saying he would meet us outside his office, so we changed our plans in a hurry.  Next to the quiet little drugstore, which had plastic picnic spoons for Johnny, was a small neighborhood grocery, where we found applesauce for him and sufficient picnic fare for the rest of us.


Then we went to Tracy’s office, at 111 East 16th Street.  Johnny had a bottle of milk in the car while we waited for Daddy.  That kept him happy while we drove to LaGuardia Field, where we had our picnic supper, before going home.


They went to LaGuardia Field one other time without knowing it, as both Johnny and Tracy were asleep in the car when I drove over so Tracy (husband) could make a midnight plane to San Francisco recently.  But they were awake and having a wonderful time when we went back to meet him on a Sunday noon.  He has made other short trips since he has been here, but those are the only times he has had family transpiration.  That midnight trip wasn’t planned anymore than the picnic supper one.  However, we found it took only 30 minutes to drive from our apartment via the parkways.  I left here at 11:05 – was home by 12:15, driving more slowly than Tracy.   And to go by train and bus from here to the airport, he would have had to make the train in Bronxville (where I would have to go anyway) by 9:30.  As it was nearly nine when he came home to pack, that would have been difficult.  It didn’t really take much longer to make a round trip from here to LaGuardia than it used to to make a round trip to the University of Michigan.


(Of course we had the advantage of complete and accurate timing from trips over those same highways to the hospital where Johnny was born – a forty miles trip)


We live in the Bryn Mawr Ridge Apartments, about 1-½ miles from either the Bronxville or Tuckahoe railroad stations both of which Tracy uses for commuting.  White Plains is our shopping center.  And we think Westchester is wonderful. 


Tracy was out raking leaves last week with the same rake he and Johnny (your Johnny) used in Michigan.  Soon he will be using the same snow shovel they used.  There is one left now of the ones we had.


Of course I could write pages more, but perhaps this had better get in the mail, or you’ll never get it.  Right now (Sunday) Tracy and his daddy are repairing the red wagon Tracy and Johnny used to use.  It has had a hard life, and several coats of paint, but still looks good for many years more.


Somewhere around here is a letter I wrote Jean Jordan but never mailed, as I wanted to copy parts of it for you and some others (but obviously never have).  I’ll dig it out and send it some night soon.  In the meantime, please give my best to the ones that I haven’t written, and especially to Lynn, Richard, Janet, and Johnny.  And Blackie, of course.  (Tracy wants to know, “Why is Lynn, Lynn Margaret?”)


I’m sending a card to Mrs. Michaelson.  Hope she is better now.

As Ever, Laura Mulligan

