Cousins can still rock at 50 years

MANITOWOC, Wis.

When I first heard that my twin cousins were resurrecting their 1970s high school rock band for their 50th birthday party, I thought:

This might not be pretty.

And six songs into their set at an outdoor pavilion in Manitowoc last week, it got downright ugly, but not for any musical reasons.

Just a few minutes after my cousin Ted had sung, “I was born in a crossfire hurricane,” from The Rolling Stones’ “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” a ferocious thunderstorm boiled out of the west and just about blew the whole party into Lake Michigan.

How bad was it? About 10 of us gripped prepositioned tarps around the band’s end of the pavilion, the only thing between the tempest and thousands of dollars of ruined equipment, howling at each other in the driving rain, wind and hail:

“It’s gonna go! It’s gonna go!”

Somehow we and the tarps held, the storm passed, the show moved indoors to a clubhouse and The Fordney Brothers Band, which included my cousin Mike on lead guitar and my brother Jason on drums, polished off a highly creditable performance.

We’re not talking a world tour here, but I’d put them up against any garage band in the country.

This trip was for more than just the party, which attracted 150-plus guests from as far away as England and as close as across town. The following day we attended a brunch for my uncle, Ted Fordney, in honor of his 80th birthday, with his wife, Mary. Also along for the trip was my dad, Ben, and it was the first time he and his brother and their sons had all been together for decades.

We ate and drank and celebrated and wondered how so many years had passed and realized how few times we had gotten together. The ties between first cousins, it seems, can get loosened as we’re preoccupied by jobs and child-rearing and the challenge of getting together as we scatter to different parts of the country and even the earth. It was great to retighten those old bonds.

Ironically, my cousin Ted has done the most to keep us all in touch even though he has lived farthest away, being stationed in London, Amsterdam and now Singapore in his job as an executive for a global shipping company.

Despite a busy career, he has squeezed in the occasional visit to Virginia, sometimes bringing along his wife, Sue, and their three sons, Brian, Mark and Danny.

I know these are a lot of names, but they’re such fine people I want you to meet them all.

A tall, gregarious bear of a man, Ted bears little resemblance to the teenager I hung out with in 1972. I have a vague image of a somewhat scruffy, rebellious-looking kid in a trench coat, with long hair hanging from beneath a black hat, although that memory may be faulty on the details.

His twin brother, Mike, is a little — only a little — quieter, and on the way home we spent a couple of nights in Chicago with him and his wife, Barbara, and their children, Henry and Katie, who’s not really a kid at 23.

Among the activities in Chicago was a get-together with our other cousin, Mary K, who holds the undisputed title of Most Beautiful Cousin.

A banker, Mike knows Chicago like his backyard, and he took us around to the childhood haunts of our fathers, who lived there in the 1930s and ’40s, when their father, Col. Chester Fordney, ran the Marine Corps recruiting office that signed up 40 percent of the Marines who fought in World War II.

Before the war, Col. Mike, as he was known, participated in a record-breaking balloon flight, when a naval officer, Tex Settle, decided to try and go higher than any man had gone before.

On Nov. 20, 1933, Settle and Fordney took off from Akron, Ohio, and climbed to 62,237 feet, becoming the first Americans to ascend to the stratosphere, before crash-landing in a swamp in New Jersey. Today that might not seem like an incredible altitude until you remember that the typical airline passenger of the day was bumping along at about 8,000 feet in a DC-3.

At the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago, the pressurized gondola from the balloon flight is on display, and we all clustered around this family touchstone. The timing was good, because just a few weeks earlier, through the miracle of the Internet, another cousin had sent us the grainy, black-and-white newsreel from that flight, and I had heard my grandfather’s voice for the first time since I was 2 years old.

And that’s the kind of history that holds a family together.
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