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“The First Amendment ensures that all points of view may be heard; it does not ensure that all points of view are equally likely to prevail.”

— Michael McConnell, U.S. appellate judge, 2006

Last week’s column about the 
importance of saving family 
letters and correspondence 
probably should have carried a 
warning and/or disclaimer: You 
might be surprised by what you 
learn.

The content of the letters 
might not always be comfort-
able, comforting or match with 
your memories. It also might 
not agree with recollections of 
your relatives.

This week, a cousin surprised 
me by sharing more than a doz-
en handwritten letters penned 
by my mother many years ago 
and sent to her mom in Geneva. 
The electronically scanned let-
ters represent part of a massive 
trove of correspondence discov-
ered by my cousin. She sent me 
a picture of dozens of letters 
stacked on a table.

Besides the letters written 
by my late mother, there’s 
correspondence from my late 
grandmother, her sisters, my 
two aunts, and other people my 
family knew.

One of the first letters in this 
batch of my mother’s jolted me. 
She wrote how concerned she 
was about my less-than-stellar 
performance in high school. I 
didn’t realize how closely she 
monitored my schooling or how 
much my generally laissez-faire 

scholastic attitude both-
ered her.

“Michael is a junior 
and we are beginning to 
worry about colleges for 
him,” she wrote. “He has 
great capacity but is too 
lazy to even go look at 
colleges to see what he 
wants! His grades 
are not good ... He 
passes. But not by 
much.”

Lazy! Wait a 
minute, Mom!

I found myself 
disputing my late 
mother’s assess-
ment. In my mental debate 
with her, I argued that I hadn’t 
been lazy — my teenage self 
just couldn’t get very amped 
up about reading novels like 
“Silas Marner” in English class, 
conjugating tongue-twisting 
French verbs, or untangling 
the mysteries of the quadratic 
equation in math.

If I had pleaded my case to her 
then, she would have listened 
patiently. But in the end, she 
would have told me — sternly 
— to hit the books.

Pronto. She was a school-
teacher. She believed in doing 
the work, no matter what.

But reading further, I dis-
covered I was in good genetic 

company. A few paragraphs 
later she wrote, “I can’t 
yell too much as I did the 
same in high school. Then 
I finished college with 
honors.”

I could finally under-
stand all these years 
later why she made 

such a huge fuss 
when I graduated 
from college with 
a bachelor’s de-
gree. And, it also 
explained why 
she gave me her 
8-year-old sporty 
Pontiac Tempest 

as a graduation gift. I coveted 
that car from the day she pur-
chased it new.

I wish she had lived to see 
me graduate with honors and a 
master’s degree 10 years after 
that and then go on to hold a 
university professorship for 
more than three decades.

The rest of the first batch 
of letters contains snippets of 
family history, much of which I 
was not aware. I’m eager to read 
the full compendium of corre-
spondence, particularly about 
leaving Brooklyn at 9 years old 
to move upstate. Already, the 
letters filled in the blanks about 
many events, including my 
younger sister getting a piano 

and learning to play. My mother 
desperately wanted me to learn 
too, but I stubbornly refused, an 
action that made me wince as I 
read how disappointed she was 
I wouldn’t give the keyboard a 
try.

Several Finger Lakes read-
ers told me this week that last 
week’s column spurred them 
to search for family corre-
spondence. A few already had 
discovered caches of letters and 
diaries. I hope they find inter-
esting nuggets of history and 
are prepared for surprises.

Regardless of what the cor-
respondence reveals, it’s pretty 
magical to hear the words of 
those who aren’t with us longer.

And, it wouldn’t have hap-
pened if someone didn’t think 
to store all those letters, diaries 
and postcards, just waiting for 
another generation to be inter-
ested.

Fitzgerald has worked at six 
newspapers as a writer and 
editor, as well as a correspon-
dent for two news services. He 
splits his time between Valois, 
N.Y., and the Pacific Northwest. 
Email him at Michael.Fitzger-
aldfltcolumnist@gmail.com. 
Visit his website at michaeljfitz-
gerald.blogspot.com.

LETTERS
TO THE EDITOR

Dignity and common sense needed
To the Editor:
I read with interest the front-page article in 

the Jan. 21 edition of the Times regarding the 
mayor of Geneva seeking reelection, and how 
other current councilors may, or may not, seek 
reelection next November.

I won’t rehash here in this letter all of the 
reasons why many city residents feel that this 
Council was dysfunctional during most of the 
past three years. Those that have been paying at-
tention know that trying to bring national issues 
into the local realm will almost always cause the 
kind of division we’ve seen over these past three 
years. Leave those issues for our elected state 
and national representatives to solve as that is 
their job.

Our next Council, whether they are incum-
bents who are reelected or new councilors, need 
to focus on the local issues, the greatest of which 
is the high tax rate. This Council has taken some 
steps in that direction, and the next Council 
needs to keep going in that direction. Solving the 
high-tax issue alone will begin to alleviate the 
other problems such as more affordable housing, 
more businesses (such as a grocery store), and 
creating more recreational opportunities.

While the writer of that Jan. 21 article cor-
rectly states that Mayor Valentino and Councilor 
Noone have sided with council Republicans on 
several issues and may seem to have aligned 
themselves with their Republican counterparts, 
I believe a more accurate description would be to 
say that they both sided or aligned themselves on 
the side of dignity and common sense. People are 
tired of the grandstanding, rudeness and disre-
spect that have been on public display at Council 
meetings and beyond. I believe that dignity and 
common sense are what city residents truly want 
to see out of their next Council, and are what is 
needed for Geneva to reach its full potential.

TONY DICOSTANZO
Geneva

WASHINGTON — Voracious reading 
— “I am reminded of Andrew Gordon’s 
masterful book ‘The Rules of the Game’ 
about the decline of the Royal Navy 
before the Battle of Jutland” — fuels the 
fluent writings of Rep. Mike Gallagher 
(R-Wis.). Their distilled essence is: People 
who are serious about national security 
should immediately speak loudly so that 
the nation can carry a big military stick. 
To qualify for the “marathon” competi-
tion with China, the United States must 
“win the sprint” right now.

After Princeton and before earning a 
Georgetown PhD, Gallagher served seven 
years as a Marine, learning Arabic, and, 
during two Iraq deployments, learning 
the cost of good intentions combined with 
muddy thinking. Now 38 and in his fourth 
congressional term, he chairs the House’s 
newly created and instantly most import-
ant committee. Its single subject is China 
— meaning, practically, the Chinese 
Communist Party.

Deterrence failed regarding Ukraine, 
with a huge cost in blood and treasure; 
a comparable failure regarding Taiwan 
would be immeasurably more catastroph-
ic. About this, Gallagher’s thinking 
is congruent with that of scholars Hal 
Brands (Johns Hopkins) and Michael 
Beckley (Tufts) in “Danger Zone: The 
Coming Conflict with China.”

Demography, the authors say, dictates 
China’s destiny, which is decline. The 
danger zone is not this century — the 
marathon — but this decade, when China, 
“a falling power” facing an “ugly” future, 
might lunge through a closing window of 
opportunity for aggression.

The long run favors the United States, 
which is why “getting to the long run 
won’t be easy.”

China, Brands and Beckley write, is at 
“the intersection of ambition and desper-
ation,” the latter because China’s 37-
fold real gross domestic product growth 
1978-2018 is certain to be followed by a 
prolonged contraction. By 2050, almost 
one-third of the nation will be over 60. 
Because of the long echo of the ruinous 
“one-child policy” (1980-2016), China’s 
population, they write, “will be just half 
its current size by the end of the century 
and perhaps as soon as the 2060s.”

And: “From 2020 to 2035, China will 
lose roughly 70 million working-age 
adults and gain 130 million senior citi-
zens. That’s a France-sized population of 
young workers, consumers, and taxpayers 
gone — and a Japan-sized population 
of elderly pensioners gained — in just 
fifteen years.”

Gallagher believes that China’s reck-
lessness might increase as its dynamism 
wanes. Hence his questions, recommenda-
tions and complaints that the committee 
can explore.

Why the seeming retreat from the long-
standing goal of a 355-ship Navy? Why is 
China purchasing U.S. agricultural land? 
Why has Congress not funded improved 
air and missile defense systems on Guam, 
just 1,700 miles from Taiwan? Why is 

Saudi Arabia ahead of Taiwan in the line 
to receive Harpoon missiles?

There should be more surge capacity 
in munitions manufacturing. “On any 
given missile system,” Gallagher writes, 
“roughly 30 percent of the material re-
quires lead times on restocking that may 
run beyond a year.” U.S. policy should 
protect Indo-Pacific nations from “Fin-
landization,” a Cold War term for large 
authoritarian powers reducing nominally 
independent countries to functional sub-
servience.

Defeating an amphibious invasion of 
Taiwan would require U.S. strikes against 
China’s coastal facilities, according to 
Gallagher. So, crucial military munitions 
plants on the U.S. mainland should be 
hardened against potential retaliatory 
strikes by China’s precision weapons with 
conventional explosives.

Gallagher tartly says, “Silicon Valley, a 
leader in the corporate social responsibil-
ity movement, should modernize its con-
ception of social responsibility to exclude 
technology partnerships” that facilitate 
China’s human rights abuses and weapons 
development. And in his summoning of 
the nation to seriousness, he is scalding 
about the Defense Department’s “woke 
commissariat.”

The growing “diversity, equity, and 
inclusion” bureaucracy, wielding “fringe 
history and shoddy social science,” has 
bombarded the Navy with scores of rec-
ommendations — although this service 
is more diverse than the U.S. population. 
“The military,” Gallagher writes, “is an 
elite and meritocratic organization where 
only the most fit, disciplined, and lethal 
individuals should thrive, regardless of 
gender, race, or socioeconomic status. 
To that end, the military obsessively 
measures pull-ups, marksmanship, and a 
general ability to endure pain.” All other 
measurements are of secondary impor-
tance.

The House Select Committee on China 
was created by a bipartisan vote of 365-
65. All of the opponents were Democrats, 
probably wary lest China’s threat compli-
cates the progressive agenda of devoting 
ever more national resources to multiply-
ing dependent domestic constituencies. 
Some congressional Republicans, speak-
ing loudly (if vaguely) for frugality, would 
provide the nation with a smaller military 
stick rather than touch the two-thirds of 
the budget devoted to entitlements. To 
both factions, Gallagher cites another 
Marine who does not mince words, former 
defense secretary Jim Mattis: “America 
can afford survival.”

georgewill@washpost.com

Make yourself heard 
Here are the local  addresses, 
phone numbers and websites of 
federal and state representatives 
who serve the Times’ readership 
area. The best way to contact rep-
resentatives is by going to their 
individual websites and clicking 
on Contact for further directions.

President
Joe Biden
Democrat
The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW
Washington, DC 20500
Phone: 202-456-1111
Fax: 202-456-2461 
www.whitehouse.gov/contact

Governor
Kathy Hochul
Democrat
State Capitol, Albany NY 12224
Phone: 518-474-8390
www.governor.ny.gov/content/ 
governor-contact-form

U.S. Senate
Chuck Schumer
Democrat
100 State St., Room 3040
Rochester, NY 14614
Phone: 585-263-5866
Fax: 585-263-3173
www. schumer.senate.gov

322 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington D.C. 20510
Phone: (202) 224-6542
Fax: (202) 228-3027

Kirsten Gillibrand
Democrat
100 State St., Room 4195
Rochester, NY 14614
Phone: 585-263-6250
Fax: 585-263-6247 
www.gillibrand.senate.gov

478 Russell Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510
Phone: 202-224-4451
Fax: 202-228-0282

U.S. House of  
Representatives

Claudia Tenney
24th District
Republican
7171 Pittsford-Victor Road
Victor, NY 14564
Phone: 585-869-2060
www.tenney.house.gov/contact/
email

2349 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington DC 20515
Phone: 202-225-3665

includes Ontario, Seneca, Wayne 
and Yates counties

NYS Senate
Pam Helming
54th District
Republican
425 Exchange St.
Geneva, NY 14456
Phone: 315-568-9816
Helming@nysenate.gov

includes Ontario and Wayne 
counties

Tom O’Mara
58th District
Republican
105 E. Steuben St., Bath, NY 14810
Phone: 607-776-3201
Fax: 607-776-5185
omara@nysenate.gov

includes Seneca and Yates 
counties

NYS Assembly
Brian Manktelow
130th District
Republican
10 Leach Road, Lyons, NY 14489
Phone: 315-946-5166
manktelowb@nyassembly.gov

includes Wayne County

Jeff Gallahan
131st District
Republican
70 Elizabeth Blackwell St.
Geneva, NY 14456
Phone: 315-781-2030
gallahanj@nyassembly.gov

includes Ontario County and 
Seneca County north of the town 
of Varick

Philip Palmesano 
132nd District
Republican
105 E. Steuben St., Bath, NY 14810
Phone: 607-776-9691
palmesanop@nyassembly.gov

includes Yates County, the town of 
Romulus, and Seneca County south 
of Romulus

Letters

Mail: Letters to the Editor, 
Finger Lakes Times, PO Box 
393, Geneva, NY 14456
Email: opinion@fltimes.com 
or go to the letters link at 
www.fltimes.com
Facebook: @FingerLakesTimes
Twitter: @FLTimes
Fax: 315-789-4077
Guidelines: Include your full 
name, address and daytime 
telephone number. Submis-
sions should not exceed 400 
words. We reserve the right to 
edit for length and clarity.

Guest Op-Eds

Email: opinion@fltimes.com
Facebook: @FingerLakesTimes
Twitter: @FLTimes
Fax: 315-789-4077
Guidelines: Include your 
full name, address, daytime 
telephone number, a recent 
picture of yourself, and some 
background on yourself. Sub-
missions should not exceed 
800 words. We reserve the 
right to edit for length and 
clarity.

Family, letters & Lindy redux

Michael J.
Fitzgerald

Write On

A vital House committee 
with one focus: China

By
GEORGE F.
WILL
Washington Post
Writers Group

Shocked to see size of landfill
To the Editor:
I grew up in Geneva and recently returned to be 

close to family and contribute to the community 
that meant so much to me in my earlier years. I 
was shocked to see the Seneca Meadows dump 
visible from the house I grew up in and disheart-
ened by the fact that this amazing tourist area 
had also become the epicenter of garbage.

The Finger Lakes is a shiny gem among the 
great destinations of this country, and it’s only 
getting started. It doesn’t need the environmen-
tal risks and dubious recognition associated with 
New York’s largest dump.

Despite the massive PR campaign and money 
this Texas-based company uses to buy their way 
into our community, we need to see the Finger 
Lakes for what it is, a unique area of the world 
that needs to foster and promote its natural 
resources, awesome beauty, and small-business 
economy.

The extension that the dump is coercing for 
must be stopped. We have to look to the future 
and ask ourselves: Who are we, and who are we 
to become in this region? The garbage industry 
mustn’t usurp this area for unseen years ahead 
while we encourage people to come here and 
partake in one of the great natural wonders this 
country has to offer.

The trash chapter of the Finger Lakes must 
close by 2025, as originally planned.

MATT VENUTI
Waterloo


