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Cloquet Warmth: A Young Family Dreams of Adventure
By Vern Schmitz 6 9 2023
It was the fall of 1971, and Diane, I, and our three young daughters were all snuggled up in blankets and pillows in front of a beautiful fire. The moving van was not due until the next day, but Diane had thoughtfully planned for this adventure and brought along what we needed even though we had no beds or furniture for this first evening in our new home in Cloquet, Minnesota. With Angie, four years of age, and Kristie, three, and Beckie but a baby, her packing included blankies, pacifiers, each girl’s favorite doll and toy, and some snacks. 
However, the children didn’t need much to settle them down, as they were exhausted. They, too, experienced a disruption in their routine, the sadness of other people in the house removing their beds and dressers, the whole living room, and even the kitchen table and chairs. Maybe Angie, our oldest, understood that she would no longer see her young friends. And then there was the two-and-one-half-hour trip from our Minneapolis duplex. 
But the day also included eating at an A&W restaurant near our house. And now this adventure. It was a lot for the young girls to absorb like it was for Diane and me. There was the beauty of the fire, the crackle of the birch logs, and a hint of a smokey scent that escaped into the living room. This experience of a fireplace was a first for all of us. But probably more important, it was the whole family together, all of us sleeping in one room. 
This night, I realized that my efforts at work, and Diane’s sacrifices to support my career, were providing this young family with opportunities to grow. It was our first corporate relocation. I had previously worked as a customer representative for customers in south Minneapolis. I was now assigned customer service responsibility for the 1000+ daily pickup customers spread out over the northern half of Minnesota. I would have an office in Duluth that overlooks Lake Superior, although I would only spend about five to eight days a month in it. I would be on the road with my customers the rest of the time.
This evening was more than just celebrating ownership of a post-World War II one-and-a-half story Craftsman-styled bungalow on a beautiful one-acre lot with a fully shaded backyard of mature white birch and a large lawn out front. It was not a large home, but it was more than twice the space in our duplex, where the three girls shared one bedroom. 
Angie and Kristie would have their large bedroom and play area on the second floor, and Beckie, the baby, would have her own bedroom down a short hall from our bedroom. The kitchen was a little small, but it had the potential for an additional eight feet of counter and cabinets – a project for me, admittedly more experienced in barn and shed construction than kitchen cabinetry. 
As we sat in front of the fireplace, I felt a deep sense of pride in what we had created together, a twenty-six-year-old fourth-generation farm kid and his twenty-four-old fourth-generation Irish wife, the daughter of a realtor and a schoolteacher. We were blessed with three beautiful young girls that counted on us, and we were coming through for them. 
This evening was a recognition that our challenging work and cooperation as a couple provided us with this experience. Two years of full-time night shifts and my efforts toward a business degree during the day were beginning to pay off. But I also understood that opportunities are to be grasped, although knowing full well that they would disrupt our life as a family. 
But with Diane’s support, we again accepted another rung in the career ladder. Now we were in northern Minnesota, just twenty-two miles from the beautiful city of Duluth on the southwest corner of Lake Superior, the world’s largest freshwater lake. 
And, of course, for me, this evening was also about our gratitude for what we had, not only for our health but for an employer that valued employees for what they brought to UPS and their customers. It could be like the farm where I spent most of my first twenty-one years. It wasn’t about degrees or politics. It was about getting the work done and being willing to put in the extra effort needed to complete it daily. 
On the farm, we had the daily routine of caring for the livestock, where our work could seldom be deferred. And the seasonal pressures of seeding and planting in the spring, cultivating corn and making hay during the summer, filling silos with corn silage, harvesting the corn, and plowing in the fall. 
At UPS, we committed ourselves to delivering every available package on the promised day. But the big difference was that my present sacrifices and work brought me a salary, providing a future for my young family. It was an evening when it became clear that this would be my career. A career where if I did my best, my employer would reward my family.  
This was not an evening of anxiety or doubt about our decisions. The warmth of the fire, Diane, and the girls made me realize that all the sacrifices and responsibilities of the life of a young corporate family were like smoke rising in the chimney. Now, it was just the five of us in front of the fireplace with our dreams of life’s adventures. 
