The July 14, 1929 edition of the New York Herald Tribune failed to note my birth.  What it did feature on its front page was a report that railroad stocks were soaring as the public continued to “buy, buy, buy.”  Few imagined that the stock market would crash within three months, or that the Great Depression was just over the horizon.
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Herbert Hoover had been inaugurated President earlier in the year.  In his inaugur-ation address Hoover, ever the optimist, declaimed, “In no nation are the fruits of accomplishment more secure…I have no fears for the future of our country.  It is bright with hope.”  

Not everyone was so confident.  Mid-western senators such as George Norris of Nebraska and “young Bob” LaFollette of Wisconsin railed against the feverish speculations of Wall Street.  Nobody listened, but they were proved right.

On October 21, 1929 the New York Stock Exchange suffered what one writer called an “eight-day Armageddon.”  It climaxed on Black Tuesday, the 29th, when the equivalent of nearly 100 billion dollars in today’s money evaporated in just five hours of trading.  The Great Depression had begun.
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I have always understood myself as a child of the Depression.  I believe in hard work and frugality.  Family, the Depression, the Plymouth Brethren, and World War II were the four great formative experiences of my childhood.  My parents, on the other hand, were shaped by World War I and the Jazz Age, as the 1920s were commonly designated.  Bessie Smith, left, and Louis Armstrong were two of its towering figures.  A behavioral psychologist at the time noted that “sex has become so free and abundant that it no longer provides the thrill it once did.  Gambling in Wall Street is about the only thrill we have left.”
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As the decade drew to a close, the average family’s annual income was $2,062.  A new home typically cost $7,250; a new car $450; a gallon of gas 12¢.  A loaf of bread and a quart of milk cost 9¢ and 15¢, respectively.  The Dow Jones average was 311.  Life expectancy for males: 54 years.
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I share my birth year with civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr., former first lady Jacqueline Kenne-dy, Palestinian Presi-dent Yassir Arafat, and the diarist Anne Frank (photos in the order recited, from left to right at the bottom of the previous page).  I have a 1929 dime my mother gave me as a memento.  (I pause here to note that those material items and other items that cannot be incorporated into this book or stashed on a web site, including thousands of pages of supporting letters and documents, are retained in my archives.)

Other items of note for Americans in 1929: communists and Nazis clashed in Berlin…penicillin was invented…Bell Labs showed off the first color TV (the size of a postage stamp)…Babe Ruth hit his 500th home run…the St. Valentine’s Day massacre shocked Chicago…Richard Byrd flew to the South Pole and back…construction began on the Empire State Building in Manhattan…the cartoon character Popeye was introduced.

Popular songs in 1929 included “Singin’ in the Rain.”  I mention this tune only because Mom was still singing it as she went about her housework five or six years later when I first became aware of pop music.  Both Mom and Dad had pleasant singing voices: she a soprano, he a tenor.  I heard people at church comment on Dad’s voice especially.  His favorite song was Henry Barraclough’s 1915 hymn, “Out of the Ivory Palaces.”

My mother recorded the first year of my life in some detail: first tooth, first outing (to nearby Olathe, Kansas), first word, first steps, first pair of shoes, first Christmas presents, etc.  All are there in Baby’s Own Book in my archives.
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At the time of his marriage and my birth, my father, as the eldest son, was working alongside his father in the family’s neighborhood grocery store, right, at 1300 Pennsylvania Avenue in Kansas City, Kansas.  The store stood in Mom’s neighborhood, which is how they met.  We lived above the store the first year or two of my life.
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As was typical of neighborhood bodegas at the time, Grandpa Walter and Dad extended credit to their regular customers.  With the onset of the Great Depres-sion, many could no longer pay their debts.  Per capita income had fallen sharply from 1919 to 1931 across the nation.  The store could not continue to support two families.  (A younger brother, Gerald Francis, had been born August 17, 1930, thirteen months after me.)  Sometime in the early [image: image10.jpg]


thirties my father, with Mom and Jerry and me in tow, set out on his own.

Missouri River Nomads

My father had a high school education but no particular skills other than the ability to run a corner store.  Times were tough.  Three-quarters of all families earned less than $2,000 a year.  A family with $4,000 annual income was in the top tenth percentile.  Dad found work as a day laborer in limestone quarries strung out along the banks of the Missouri River between Kansas City and Omaha, Nebraska, 200 miles to the north.  

Our family skipped from town to town – rural villages named Kickapoo, White Cloud, Nemaha, Hamburg, Peru, Forest City, Waldron (yes, there was and is a Waldron, Missouri) – rarely staying more than a few months in any one place.

Usually Dad worked with dynamite, blasting great chunks of limestone from the quarries.  At other times he drove a 2½-ton dump truck, hauling rock from the quarries to the nearest railroad siding.  My mother “kept house.”  She was young.  I doubt that such a peripatetic lifestyle represented a real hardship for her.

Life was hard in other ways, though.  Dad’s wages were miniscule.  As late as 1935 he was earning only $18.00 per week.  Food was scarce.  Even milk was sometimes beyond our means.  Poor nourishment generally and lack of calcium in particular retarded my growth and kept me vulnerable to childhood diseases.  Yet if family photos are to be trusted, we dressed well.
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These were “Grapes of Wrath” years for many.  Dust storms ravaged the Great Plains.  A farmer sitting on his porch in Nebraska in the middle of a dust storm (so a popular joke went) was asked what he was doing.  “I’m counting Kansas farms as they fly by,” he replied.  An Oklahoma farmer reputedly told a reporter he was on his way to Kansas to pay his taxes because that was where his farm had gone.

In one of these riverfront towns we rented a house (I can’t ever remember living in an apartment as a child) set back off a gravel road.  The house itself was at the top of a small rise that sloped gently downward fifty yards or so to a shallow gully.  The dump truck my father was responsible for at the time was parked in front of the house.  One evening I climbed into the truck – I must have been about four years old at the time – and somehow slipped the gear shift into neutral.  The truck ended up in the gully, but both it and I escaped serious damage.

M first actual memory is a rather painful one.  Again, I must have been about four years old.  My mother was having afternoon tea with a group of ladies in a nearby house.  I tagged along and at one point was given permission to “show off,” which I did by demonstrating my ability to walk backward.  This was an accomplishment of which I was quite proud.  The ladies all laughed – in appreciation, I’m sure.  But I misunder-stood and assumed they were ridiculing me.  Intolerably embarrassed, I ran from the room crying.

I have another rare memory from about this time.  My father and I are walking together in the dusk of a summer evening out to the roadside where, side by side, we pee-pee, then make our way back to the house.  Few if any of the houses we rented had indoor plumbing.  There were no erotic overtones to that incident, but on another occasion, when I was a little older, and we were living in Blair, Nebraska, I recollect having a distinctly sensual feeling as I watched my younger brother, Jerry, leave the house.  Something about the way his trousers creased back and forth across his rump as he marched out the front door aroused me. 

Another story told me is that when I was four or five years old, on a visit to Grandma Elsie, Dad’s mother, whom everyone in our extended family regarded as a saint, I asked Jesus to come into my heart.  I have no personal memory of this, but it seems likely.

In Blair, aged five, I enrolled in school.  Apparently my mother, still in her early twenties, had taught me to read and write.  So after brief intervals in Kin-dergarten and first grade, I was allowed to move up to second grade.  I had no trouble keeping up academically, but when afternoon nap time came, I conked out.  I’m told the teacher would hold me in her lap during the afternoon sessions!

Being so young, I was not aware of the Great Depression as such.  I do recall hobos coming around to the back door of houses we lived in, offering to do small chores in exchange for something to eat.  I don’t recall any chores actually being done, but Mom in later years told me that she never refused food to anyone, even though we had little enough to spare.

I remember, for instance, our Thanks-giving Day dinner in Blair, when I was five years old.  Though we wee well aware it was a holiday, there was no turkey, no cranberries, no pumpkin pie.  Indeed, nothing that I would one day associate with Thanksgiving Day feasts.  The only thing special we had that day to commemorate the occasion was a dish of Lime Jell-O.  That, I remember.



Me (age 4) and Jerry (3)





A Nebraska sand storm
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This photo was taken during the school year 1933-34, in Blair, Nebraska.  The teacher is Mrs. Gonerman.  The class combined first and second grades.  I am


in the front row, at the extreme right.  Note “barefoot Billy” at the opposite end.





Job seekers during the Great Depression











Wall Street panic on Black Thursday








