Classy CLS
by

Eyes Right

Covington, KY -  I grew up in Kentucky on the southern banks of the Ohio River.  My parents liked to describe us as “poor, but clean.”  My father worked as a molder in a foundry across the river in Cincinnati; the work involved heavy labor and dangerous fumes in an era long before OSHA.  My mother worked nights as a private duty nurse tending to the sick in their homes.  

My father was forced to quit school in the early 1900’s [he was born in 1898] in order to work on a horse-drawn milk wagon to help to support his large family.  Because of that experience, his main goal in life was for me to receive “a good education.”  For this reason, he insisted that I attend Catholic grade schools, because, in his view, the public schools in our area were not “good.”  What made this rather remarkable for the time was that neither of my parents were Catholic.

Near the end of my 6th grade, we were living on a small farm on the river east of Cincinnati, and I  was attending a very small parochial school, St. Phillip’s in Melbourne, Kentucky.  We had only 3 classrooms:  grades 1 and 2 were in one room, 3, 4 and 5 were in another, and 6, 7, and 8 were in the remaining classroom.  My teacher, Sister Mary Alice, told my parents that because I was one of her best students in years, they should consider sending me to Covington Latin School.

Covington Latin School (CLS) had been founded in 1923 by Bishop Francis Howard shortly after assuming leadership of the diocese.  His intention was to strengthen Catholic education throughout the country, primarily by building a showcase in northern Kentucky.  CLS was the crown jewel of his plan – a special form of combined middle and high school based on the gymnasium model in Germany.  Select boys from throughout the diocese would enter after 6th grade and over the next four years complete the typical six years of grades 7 through 12.  There was to be Latin and Greek each year, coupled with a solid foundation in mathematics and grammar.  Where else is there a mandatory oral examination in Latin conducted by the bishop himself a prerequisite for graduation?
My parents discussed the opportunity.  For me to attend, I would have to commute 20 miles each way daily, and the tuition of $100/year would pose a problem.  My father made the decision:   I would go and our family would do whatever it took to make it happen.  My parents drove me to Newport, KY and I took a city bus across the Licking River to Covington.
I entered in the fall of 1955 as an 11-year old and graduated 4 years later at 15 with a scholarship to attend the local Catholic college, Villa Madonna.  Those 4 years were a challenging, and incredibly rewarding, journey.  We had to wear ties daily [failure to do so resulted in a fine of one dollar – several entrepreneur upper classmen kept a stash of old ties in their lockers to rent for 25 cents!].  Discipline was harsh, and often corporal.  One math teacher, Father McClanahan, kept an aerodynamically perfect paddle in his desk and used it with vigor at the hint of any misbehavior in his classroom.  The teacher who monitored our daily Latin study hall, Father Vater, routinely picked up less than diligent students by their earlobes.  
But all of us learned how to study while at CLS.  Time management was the key, along with patience to diagram sentences in three languages, to do multiplication and long division of large numbers in ink using a fountain pen, and to impose self-discipline when a battery of tests loomed ahead.

This past summer our class of 1959 held its 50th reunion.  23 of the 32 graduates attended.  Most have enjoyed a considerable level of success in life.  All completed college, and over one-fourth have degrees at, or beyond, the Ph.D. level.  Perhaps our most amazing accomplishment is that all 32 of us are still alive.   What are the odds?  Maybe all that strict discipline has had a sweet pay-off?  
I thought you might like to know.
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