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Foreword

No one but my son, the author, could take my rambling conversations, poorly written notes, and sometimes mistaken memories and compile a coordinated biography that both makes sense and is written so my grandchildren, great-grandchildren, and all who follow might know a little about my life, the times to which I was a witness, and in which I participated.

My son, Richard, is a good man who is compassionate, loving, and intelligent with an abundance of patience. I was also blessed with a loving daughter, Sharyl, who lost her mother at a young age but knew her father loved her and was never further away than a phone call.

I would be remiss if I failed to acknowledge that I was also blessed with amazing stepchildren. I came not to replace their father but to be a loving and caring friend.

My prayer:

  
Dear Lord, by your love, you blessed me when I was weak and unthoughtful and when I sinned against you and my fellow man. With your Grace, you have blessed each step of my life, not by my achievements, but only by your Grace and steady hand. Thank you, Lord.



Your Servant,

Dick Gartee


[image: father, son, daughter]
Dick Gartee and his children: Richard Gartee and Sharyl Beal.








Preface

My father, Richard Andrew Gartee, known to friends and relatives as Dick Gartee, was born in the Roaring Twenties, survived the Great Depression of the thirties, enlisted in World War II in the forties, and raised a family and learned engineering in the Fabulous Fifties. He watched men walk on the moon in the sixties, constructed factories in the seventies, designed robotics for manufacturers in the eighties, and served as a hospital chaplain in the twenty-first century.

Young adults in the current century cannot even conceive facets of everyday life that were ordinary to him. Dad is among the dwindling few of his generation still alive. The stories my sister and I grew up hearing him tell about his life informed our understanding of the radical paradigm shift he had seen occur in nearly every aspect of our society: economics, agriculture, transportation, education, manufacturing, and communications, to name a few. He not just witnessed, but he also actively participated in significant decades of change as the twentieth century unfolded.

 
Author Amor Towles writes, “A new generation owes a measure of thanks to every member of the previous generation. Our elders planted fields and fought in wars; they advanced the arts and sciences, and generally made sacrifices on our behalf. So by their efforts, however humble, they have earned a measure of our gratitude and respect.”

 
The generations alive today, including mine, do not plant small farms. Wars seem endless, without defined enemy or purposeful resolution. And too few of us know anything about the sacrifices made by preceding generations or the humility with which they viewed their achievements.

 
With these ideas in mind, I thought it important to write my father’s experiences before they were lost. His stories are more than one man’s trials and joys. They are representative of, and similar to, those of his peers, and they give context to periods that altered America forever. Without stories like his, the transformative decades of the last century are just subheads in a history book.

 
Although this is a biography, not an autobiography, I elected to write it in first person to allow Dad’s voice and vernacular to show through as if he were telling the reader the stories he told me. I consider myself fortunate that he was available to review and correct my manuscript, but any factual errors that remain are strictly my own.





Chapter 1
New Year’s 2000

New Year’s Day 2000, the first day of a new century, the beginning of the next millennium. The twentieth century was over. Sunrise through our kitchen window filled the room with pale light. I started whistling a happy tune that dated back to my boyhood during the Great Depression.

I turned on the coffeemaker and it worked. Thank God! We still had electricity. For months, news stories had fretted about a problem they called “Y2K,” warning us that electric power grids and all manner of services managed by computers would fail January 1. Because early computers didn’t have much memory, programs stored dates with two-digit years—for example, “98” instead of “1998.” Once we reached the year 2000, the computer wouldn’t know if “00” meant 1900 or 2000. A hundred-year date error would cause big problems in nearly every computer system, the news had warned. Programmers for computer companies, utilities, government agencies, and businesses scrambled to update their systems. It must have worked.

I watched my coffee drip into the pot, reassured that we had not been thrown back into the Dark Ages as doomsayers had predicted. I poured a cup, sat down at the table, and waited for my wife to join me for breakfast. Taking a sip, I shook my head in wonder that I was still alive. In nine months, I’d celebrate my seventy-fifth birthday. When I was growing up, the oldest people around me seldom lived past seventy. I’d outlived my predecessors.

When I was a boy, the year 2000 seemed impossibly far in the future. Yet here it was. I’d seen rockets launch and men walk on the moon.




[image: astronaut on moon]
Astronaut Buzz Aldrin walks on the surface of the moon, July 1969. Photo by Neil Armstrong, courtesy of NASA.


Amazing stuff, because when I was a child, there were as many horse carriages as there were automobiles. In the rural communities where I grew up, a lot of people didn’t have cars. If they were going somewhere far, a friend or relative who owned a car drove them.

That morning, I drank hot coffee in a well-lit kitchen. Y2K hadn’t crashed the nation’s power grid. But during my childhood, a lot of farms didn’t have electricity; people used oil lamps, kerosene lanterns, or candles. And I’m not describing colonial times or pioneer days. I mean the twentieth century.

Many things we take for granted today were different when I was a boy. For example, grocery stores sold very few prepackaged goods. Flour, sugar, salt, cornmeal, and other staples were kept in big barrels. The grocer would place a paper bag on a scale and, using a scoop, fill it until it weighed the amount the customer had requested. Peanut butter came in a stoneware crock, and the oil would separate and rise to the top. The grocer stirred it with a big paddle until it was mixed and then filled a carton and weighed it. The carton was white cardboard with a wire handle, the type Chinese takeout comes in today.

Boys wore knickers, pants that came just below the knee. I was probably ten or eleven before I got out of knickers. Mine were heavy corduroy and sometimes too hot, but I didn’t mind if I could wear my high-top boots. These boots came almost up to my knee and had a pocket on one side with a jackknife inside. Oh, that was big stuff, don’t you know?

Back then, haircuts were done with hand clippers. If the guy moved the clippers too quickly, it would pull your hair instead of cutting it. My dad cut my hair for a long time, and when the clippers pulled, I’d instinctively yank away. He’d cuff me and say, “Sit still—can’t cut your hair if you wiggle.” Dad didn’t have to put up with that, though. He went to a barber and paid a quarter for a haircut. Barbers began to use electric clippers right after I started going, and I was glad of it.

Home entertainment and newscasts came via the radio during my childhood. Television stations didn’t start broadcasting until after World War II. Our radio was a Crosley table-top model with a big speaker on top. It was staticky, and to get a good signal, we’d have to turn the antenna in the direction of whichever station we wanted to hear. The type of programs we listened to every night aren’t broadcast on radio anymore—mysteries, comedies, Westerns, and dramas. Compelling stories with acted dialog and sound effects, but we had to visualize the action in our imaginations. In order to actually see the scenes, we had to go to the movies.

Back then, a night at the movies was really a full night’s entertainment. Theaters showed “double features,” two full-length movies preceded by a cartoon, a newsreel, and a serial, all for the price of one ticket. The majority of feature films were in black and white, and that remained true up through the 1950s.

For most people, travel of any distance was by train. Even small towns had spur lines and depots. The alternative was the bus. Cross-country trips by automobile were possible, but not popular. Although a portion of the Pennsylvania Turnpike opened in 1940, the freeways and interstate highways we have today weren’t built until the 1950s.

Commercial air travel had yet to take off. A few airlines formed in the late 1920s and early 1930s, but the Great Depression, followed by World War II, stalled their development. It wasn’t until the 1950s that air travel as we know it today came to be. In contrast, personal flight was popular. There were grass airfields on farms everywhere, and even moderate-size cities, like Monroe, Michigan, had three airfields. A small single-engine plane could be purchased for little more than the price of a new car; flying lessons and a pilot’s license were easy to get.

In my kitchen on New Year’s Day, I poured another cup of coffee and slid a pan of sweet rolls into the oven. The aroma of warm cinnamon would soon wake my sleeping wife. She’d come into the kitchen and say, “What are you doing up so early?”

I’d explain that I’d been thinking about the different eras in which we had lived. I’d say, “Things we experienced in our life seem incomprehensible to kids born after 1940.”

“Even more so for our grandkids, born in the ’70s, ’80s, and ’90s,” she might add.

Those are whole other eras, I thought as I imagined this conversation. We were the last generation of single-income families with stay-at-home moms. Today, both parents have careers.

 

Since that New Year’s morning in 2000, almost two decades have passed. Technology today is as different from 1980s technology as 1950s technology was from technology in the 1920s, and I’ve seen it all. Think of me as a time traveler who has gone ninety-three years into the future—one day at a time.

The past? I can fly back decades at the speed of thought . . . usually.






Chapter 2
Born on the River Raisin

Mother gave birth to me in a small house on the banks of the River Raisin in Monroe, Michigan. In the 1780s, the river was named La Rivière aux Raisins by French settlers because wild grapes grew along its banks. Their settlement, Frenchtown, is now part of Monroe.

River Raisin is 139 miles long, running through six counties of southeastern Michigan and emptying into Lake Erie at Monroe. Along its course are the small towns and villages where I lived and worked during the first half of my life: Monroe, Petersburg, Deerfield, Dundee, and Tecumseh. When I was a boy, my friends and I swam the river in summer and ice-skated on it in winter.

The river has been an important resource for rural industry since the mid-1800s. Dams were built to power gristmills, sawmills, and, later, factories. The largest dam is in Dundee, where I attended high school. My friends and I used to jump off the Dundee Dam and swim in its deep spillway. The dam powered a gristmill until 1910 when it was converted to produce hydroelectric power. In 1934, Henry Ford bought the mill and made it into a factory that produced welding tips used at his auto plants. Today it is a museum.

River Raisin was used by many other industries as well, particularly paper manufacturing, which required the plentiful supply of water the river provided. Across the street from where I was born were three paper companies: Monroe Paper Company, Consolidated Papers, and the River Raisin Paper Company. These were major employers in Monroe, occupying both sides of the intersection of Elm Avenue and North Dixie Highway. My dad worked for them, and so did several of my uncles. Other uncles worked for the railroad, which delivered pulp wood and coal to feed the paper mills.

My father worked for the River Raisin Paper Company, and my parents lived in a house owned by the company. Our house faced North Elm Street and our backyard faced the river. Dad only had to cross the street to go to work.
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Dick Gartee’s baby photograph, age unknown.

Although I was too young to know it at the time, about two blocks southeast of my birthplace was the site of the Battle of Frenchtown, a significant massacre that became the rallying cause to drive the British from Michigan during the War of 1812. Today, the site is a national park. When I was a boy, it was a factory.

The three paper mills are gone now.

I don’t know how long my parents lived in the company house prior to my birth, but they stayed there until I was three. Then Dad got a sales route selling Watkins products and Eureka vacuum sweepers and moved us to Onsted, Michigan. I remember very little about the Onsted house except it had large columns on the front porch.

Dad didn’t make a go of it as a salesman, so he returned to factory work. He and Mom bought a home in Ida, Michigan with the help of my grandfather, Andrew Gartee, who cosigned the mortgage.

Most houses at that time didn’t have running water. One of my uncles had a hand pump on his kitchen sink, but everyone else I knew had a hand pump outside and carried in their water. The pump in our yard was a little taller than I was as a boy. It had a long handle you lifted up and pulled down to draw water up from the well. The water would gush out a spout into a bucket for as long as you kept pumping.

Although we got our drinking and cooking water from the outside pump, our new house had a galvanized tank on the second floor that filled itself from a pipe outside when it rained—a kind of indoor cistern. Another pipe inside the house connected the tank to a kitchen faucet. The water was just unfiltered rain, but it was suitable for washing dishes or a boy’s dirty face.

Another labor-saving feature of the new house was a built-in water reservoir on the wood-fired kitchen stove. This provided Mom with ready hot water anytime she cooked. But like most houses then, we had an outhouse instead of an indoor toilet. There was also a barn, and we kept chickens.

My earliest recollection of chickens wasn’t favorable. We had a big old rooster, meaner than the devil, and I was just a little guy. If that bugger was in the yard when I went to the outhouse, he would chase me. A couple of times, he got me down and pecked the heck out of me. Dad finally put him in the stew pot.

Dad must have started making pretty good money after we moved to Ida because he and mom saved enough to buy a brand-new Pontiac. But they didn’t have it long. Before I tell you what happened to it, let me give a little of my dad’s history.

Years before Dad met Mom, he lived for a time in Casper, Wyoming with his brother Ira and Ira’s wife. At age seventeen, Dad had left home and driven to Wyoming with Ira’s brother-in-law, George Collins, in George’s Model-T Ford. Wyoming was still rugged then, only a state for twenty-eight years. In places, the terrain was so steep the car couldn’t go forward. Since the Model-T’s reverse gear delivered more power to the wheels than its forward gears did, they’d turn the car around and back up the mountains.

Dad found work in Wyoming driving wagon teams of six horses. This really built up his muscles. I remember him showing me the furrows that had been worn in his leather gauntlets where the reins wrapped around them and pulled on his arms. He stayed in Casper for about three years and became a muscular, powerful man who probably weighed 240 pounds. His hands were half again the size of most men’s.

By the time he returned to Michigan and met my mother, Congress had passed a constitutional amendment prohibiting the sale of alcohol. Prohibition lasted from 1919 to 1933. The Monroe County Sheriff’s approach to enforcing Prohibition was to hire Dad and his friend, Grant Gody, to clear out speakeasies where bootleggers were selling illegal booze. Grant was about the same size as Dad. The sheriff would send the two of them in to throw everybody out and hold the proprietor until the sheriff came to make the arrest.

Being of good size and having experience rousting bootleggers made Dad overconfident. The night thieves came to steal his and Mom’s new Pontiac, he grabbed his shotgun and started for the door. Mother, fearing the thieves had guns and would shoot him, pleaded, “Don’t go. Don’t go.”

Dad wasn’t about to let anybody steal their car. They’d only bought it a month before. He ignored Mom’s cries and charged out into the yard with his shotgun, but the men got away. The wrecked car was found three days later, totaled, beyond repair. My parents had no car insurance and lost the money they’d paid for it—their whole savings.






Chapter 3
Crash of 1929

The stock market crashed a month after my fourth birthday, plunging the economy into what came to be known as the Great Depression. When it began, I was too little to know anything was happening. Neither my parents nor any of their siblings owned businesses, or stocks, or investments. They were ordinary workers who had followed the trend of their times—leaving the farms they’d been raised on for jobs in factories or on the railroad.

My mother and her siblings were first generation Americans. Her parents, John Rathke and Bertha Howe, came from Germany as babies when their families immigrated in 1871. They married in 1893 and had eight children, all born in the United States. My mother was the second youngest.

Her father owned a farm outside Dundee, Michigan. A railroad track ran along the edge of his property, and he got a contract pumping water to refill the coal-fired steam locomotives. It supplemented his income, but he was mainly a farmer. He sent his kids to a German-Lutheran school, but none of them could remember a word of German later in life.



[image: Rathke family photo]
John Henry Rathke family. Top row: Elsie, John (Dick’s grandfather), Bertha (Dick’s grandmother), Hermina (Min); little boy in center row: Herman; bottom row: Edward (Ed), Martin (Brick), Ida, Henry (Hank), Fred.


The Rathke children were Elsie, Fred, Hermina (called Min), Ed, Henry (called Hank), Martin (called Brick), Ida (my mother), and Herman. Both of her parents died when Mom was seventeen. The older children were married by then, making her and Herman the last two still living at home. The Rathke farm was sold and mother moved in with her sister and brother-in-law, Min and Russ Murdoch, who lived near Monroe.

My dad also came from a large family, four boys and five girls. Unfortunately, four of the girls died in infancy, and the fifth died at age thirty. The boys all lived into their seventies. My dad was the youngest. His legal name was Carey, but soon after he was born, Teddy Roosevelt became president and the family nicknamed him Ted. The name stuck, and he was called Ted Gartee for the rest of his life. His brothers were George, Ira, and Walt.



[image: Gartee family photo]
Andrew Gartee family. Top row: Walter (Walt), George, Edith Pearl, Ira; bottom row: Andrew (Dick’s grandfather), Carey (Dick’s father, also known as Ted), Mary Elizabeth (Dick’s grandmother).


The Gartees arrived in America eighty years before the Rathkes, settling in Pennsylvania in the late 1700s. Throughout the 1800s, subsequent generations migrated into the Midwest territories of Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan. By the time I was born, my grandfather and great-uncles were living in southeast Michigan and in northern Ohio near the Michigan border.

Although the Great Depression started in 1929, it didn’t impact our families initially. Dad and my uncles still had jobs, and Uncle George owned a farm. Grandpa Gartee was a housepainter and had developed a special gritty soap to take paint off your hands. He sold it in cans and peddled it all over.

I’m sure my family talked about the economy, and I know President Hoover gave speeches about it on the radio. I was a small child then, so the following are not facts I was aware of at the time. They are things I came to understand as I grew older.

Unemployment had doubled by March 1930, and banks were failing at an alarming rate. By December of that year, the number of failed banks was twice that of the previous year. I don’t know if my aunts or uncles lost money in the banks, but my parents’ savings had already vanished with the stolen car. People stopped putting money in the bank and withdrew their deposits. Banks stopped loaning money, and businesses everywhere were closing. Companies that had capital and didn’t need to borrow money held on to it, slowed production, and laid off workers. There were “runs” on banks where depositors, fearing their bank might be in trouble, would rush the bank demanding their money. Remember the scene in the perennial Christmas movie It’s a Wonderful Life when Jimmy Stewart returns to find his bank full of people clamoring for their money? Scenes like that happened repeatedly over the next few years.

Herbert Hoover had won the 1928 presidential election on the promise of “a chicken in every pot,” but by November 1932 people didn’t have either the chicken or a pot to put it in, and he was handily defeated by Franklin Roosevelt.

In February 1933, fearing the largest bank in Detroit was about to go under, the Governor of Michigan closed all the banks in our state for two weeks. Governors in New York and Illinois followed suit, and by March, banks in thirty-eight states were on “bank holiday.”

Eight days after his inauguration, President Roosevelt came on the radio and said, “I want to talk for a few minutes with the people of the United States about banking.” Roosevelt thanked the public for its “fortitude and good temper” during the banking holiday and said the banks would reopen the next day. Throughout the Depression and into World War II, Roosevelt continued to have calming, thoughtful radio chats with the American public.

However, I’ve gotten ahead of my story. Back in 1930, the Depression was on but my dad still had his job and our house in Ida, Michigan.

What I actually remember about those years are family gatherings. We’d have the main holidays—Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s—at our house. The adults would shove all the furniture against the walls, roll up the parlor carpet, and square-dance. It takes eight people to square-dance, so there would be at least eight adults, usually Uncle Herm and Aunt Edie, Mom and Dad, Uncle Ed and Aunt Loi, and a couple more of Mom’s family, plus all their kids. Uncle Ed would call the square dances and play the mouth organ. Dad would hum on a comb.

Wedding receptions were held at a hall like the Odd Fellows. They’d serve draft beer and dance to music from a guy playing a fiddle and maybe another playing a guitar. There would also be a caller. They’d square-dance, then round dance. I didn’t care which. I danced as soon as I got big enough—not very well, but I danced. Uncle Brick’s wife, Aunt Alice, was a tall, heavyset woman, yet light on her feet. She could dance. If you had her for a partner, you could just float across the floor.

At Christmas, Uncle Ed would dress up as Santa and pass out gifts. We kids weren’t fooled. We knew it was Ed, but it was fun. The Rathkes celebrated Christmas together for a few years, but then it got to where some of the men would be half-drunk and the women would squabble over who brought what food and who hadn’t brought enough. Eventually, they ended big Christmas get-togethers, visiting each other’s houses during the holiday season instead. We’d go to Aunt Elsie’s, then Uncle Herman’s, then Uncle Fred’s, continuing until we either got to everyone or they made it to our house.

Even though they argued like brothers and sisters will, Mom’s family members were always visiting one another, often to play cards. In this era before television, card games were a principal form of entertainment—better than sitting around listening to radio programs because you could converse while you played.

Aunt Elsie didn’t play cards, and Uncle Brad didn’t care a lot for cards, but the rest of our family played euchre, a popular card game in Michigan. I learned it at a young age, and whenever someone got up from the table to get something, I’d slip into the empty seat and play that person’s hand.

Euchre is a fast-paced game played by two teams, each with two members. The game uses a twenty-four card deck that consists of nines through aces in each suit. Each player is dealt five cards, and the top card of the remaining deck is turned up. This is a trump game. Play begins clockwise from the dealer, and each player has an opportunity to say whether the suit of the exposed card will be trump. If a player “orders” the card to be trump, the dealer picks it up and discards a card in exchange. The team that orders trump must win at least three tricks or they are “euchred” and the opposing team scores two points.

When it came to euchre, Mother’s brothers were fierce competitors, yelling at each other if someone misplayed or should have trumped a trick and didn’t. If one team got euchred, the other might gleefully rub it in. But whatever was said was forgotten by the next hand, and no one held grudges. However, that was not true of my father’s family—the Gartee brothers didn’t get along.

I remember family dinners at Grandpa and Grandma Gartee’s house in Petersburg as being just awful. Uncle Walt, Dad, Uncle Ira, and sometimes Uncle George would be there. Uncle Walt and Dad would get into heated arguments with one of them threatening to knock the other one on his ass—nasty, nasty rows ensued just about every time they were together. Walt had probably been jealous of Dad since childhood because, as the “baby” of the family, Dad had been favored. Dad’s animosity stemmed from his belief that Walt was taking advantage of Grandpa because Walt and his children lived in Grandpa’s house without paying.

Uncle George was the oldest and got along with his brothers, but Grandma had him prior to marrying Grandpa, who adopted George. Adoption made him a Gartee, but sometimes one brother would say something like, “George isn’t a real Gartee.” That would set Dad off and they’d be up in arms. Grandpa always treated George like his son, but he’d never step in when his boys were squabbling at the dinner table. I much preferred visiting my mother’s family.

We remained in Ida, Michigan until I was in the fourth grade. I went to Ida High School, which included first through twelfth grades. It was close to our house, and I just walked across a field to get there.

Next door to us was a slaughterhouse owned by Charlie Mathew. He butchered hogs. I used to go over to Mathew’s slaughterhouse every chance I’d get because he liked me, and while I talked to him, he’d shave off a little piece of smoked ham, hand it to me on his knife, and say, “Try this. You think this is ready to eat yet, Dick?”

Oh, it’d be so good. And he made really good cracklings, the crisp pork skin remaining after fat has been rendered. Charlie got all the lard he could possibly get out of them with a big press. He squeezed them down until nothing more came out. He’d give me fresh cracklings, not a lot, but I’d get some off him. He also made a smoked sausage cured all the way through so you could eat it without cooking. He’d give me a hunk of that to try. So I’d hang out over there every chance I got.

Throughout the 1930s, most farmers didn’t have tractors; they farmed with horses. They needed to get to the feed stores and grist mill, but they farmed all day, including Saturday. On Sunday, stores were closed. So small villages kept stores open one night a week for farmers to shop. Villages that were close together chose different nights, Deerfield on Tuesday, Ida on Wednesday, and Petersburg on Thursday. To draw people in, the villages would show free movies. First there’d be a cartoon, and then there would be a serial like Tarzan and Jane. Serials were short chapters of an epic that ended each week in a cliff-hanger. You had to come back the next week to see what happened to the hero. This was followed by a regular Hollywood movie, maybe a Western or a mystery or a drama.

Aunt Elsie’s husband, Brad Munson, was the custodian for Dundee schools. During the Depression, he’d take the school projector to Deerfield and Petersburg to show movies. If I spent the night with Aunt Elsie and Uncle Brad, I could go with him and see a different movie because he didn’t show the same one as they did in Ida. That meant I’d sometimes get to see movies two or three times a week. He got the movies through the mail in big containers containing several reels.

The main feature always had an intermission while the projectionist changed reels for the second half. During intermission, everybody would go downtown and buy one last thing before the stores closed. The kids would go for ice cream if they had any money. You could buy a Popsicle or Fudgsicle for five cents. Sometimes, when you’d eaten it, you’d see the word “free” on the stick. When that happened, you could turn it in and get another one for free. It was a good deal because you got a “free” stick pretty often.

On Friday nights, Jim Malone’s, a tavern in downtown Ida, served a fish sandwich, a dill pickle, and potato chips for thirty-five cents. The place filled up on Fridays because it was a meal for a modest price. Dad liked it because he could get a pitcher of beer for a quarter. A bottle of soda pop cost a nickel. Mom and I would each get a soda, which left him with the whole pitcher of beer. Some Fridays, Uncle Russ and Aunt Min would drive over and join us at Malone’s. Uncle Russ liked to drink beer as much as Dad did.

One Saturday night, we were getting ready to go out. Since we didn’t have an indoor bathroom, we would set up a washtub in the kitchen to take our baths. Everyone had to stay out of the kitchen until the person bathing was finished. Mom and Dad were having their baths and I was in the dining room, dressed and waiting on them. On the table was a cake Mom had made.

Now, in those days there were no box mixes. All cakes were made from scratch. If you got the ratio of flour or liquid or shortening wrong, or the oven temperature wasn’t right, the cake would “fall,” meaning the batter would rise and then collapse. The cake would come out lopsided or sunken in the center.

The cake I was eying had fallen in the center, but we couldn’t afford to waste it. Mom frosted it anyway. She was always short on powdered sugar, so she made the icing thin. Because the cake had a dip, the icing collected in the center.

I yelled, “Hey, Mom, can I have a piece of cake?”

She thought a minute before replying, “Okay, one piece.”

I cut out the center, right where all the icing was. Made sense to me; “one piece” was what she’d said.





Chapter 4
Times Get Hard

When I was six or seven, I developed yellow-jaundice. I was very sick, and the treatment included total bed rest. Keeping me in bed was no little chore. I had a youth bed with sides on it. I’d climb out and my parents would put me back in. Then I’d climb out again.

Sometime after I recovered from jaundice, the Great Depression really hit. Uncle Herman was without a job, and he and Aunt Edie didn’t have a place to live. Our house was two stories with bedrooms upstairs and downstairs. They moved into our upstairs. They only lived with us for a couple of years. Mom and Aunt Edie had gotten along before, but living together was a different matter. I think Aunt Edie resented having to live in someone else’s house.

Maybe as a kid I hadn’t realized how bad the Great Depression had gotten until Uncle Herm and Aunt Edie moved in, but then Dad got laid off, too. There wasn’t a job to be had anywhere.

Mother bought flour, made bread, and sold it for five or ten cents a loaf—delivered to your door. She replaced her wood-burning cookstove with a kerosene stove to gain better control of the oven temperature. The house, though, continued to be heated with wood. On weekends, Dad and Uncle Herm went to local farmers who needed downed trees cleared. They cut up the fallen trees, split the logs, and chopped it into the firewood we burned for heat. If there was extra wood, they’d sell it.

For my part, I raised rabbits. When they were grown, Dad would kill them and Mom would cook them. Rabbits are good to eat and cost us little to raise. I’d take my wagon and a big burlap sack six blocks to a guy who had alfalfa hay. For a nickel, he’d let me go up in his haymow and take all the chaff I could sweep up. I’d fill my bag until it bulged, tie it shut, drop it into my wagon below, climb down the ladder, and pull my wagon home. This would be enough hay to feed my rabbits for a month.

Dad got a job on a farm five miles away. Every morning he’d walk there, work a ten- or twelve-hour day, and walk back home. He earned five dollars a week—a dollar a day, plus a sack of food: vegetables, butter, or milk. The groceries helped, but walking five miles after a full day’s work, you don’t carry much.

At the end of our street, was a large pasture. Mother and I would go there in spring and dig fresh dandelions. Then she’d fix dandelion greens for us to eat. In summer, she and I walked the railroad track out to see Leona Cooper, Mom’s first cousin on her mother’s side. We’d have lunch there and walk back. Asparagus grew wild in the ditches, and Mom would harvest that, too.

When hunting season came, Dad, Uncle Herman, Uncle Hank, and Uncle Russ hunted pheasants, rabbits, and quail. If Uncle Russ shot more than they could eat, Aunt Min would cold-pack the extra for later. (Cold-packing is a canning method for preserving raw foods in glass jars.)
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