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L u rc h in g  to w a r d  L ib e ra lism :  
P o lit ic a l a n d  L ite r a r y  R e m in isc e n c e s

PA U L C O R E Y
H ave you  ever considered  h o w  you  cam e by  y o u r social, 
ethical, an d  political view s? O r d o n 't  y o u  w o n d er, o r are  you  
afraid to w onder?  Is it possib le  th e re 's  a " libera l"  or "co n se r
vative" gene in  the  gene  pool? I 'm  su re  Dr. B. F. Sk inner 
w o u ld n 't b u y  tha t. Liberal, conservative, R epublican, D em o
crat, Socialist, C om m unist, or anarch ist v iew s w o u ld  ju st have  
to  be th e  p ro d u c t of th e  env ironm en t.

I've o ften  w o n d ered  w h ere  m y  beliefs cam e from . In  th e  1908 
p residen tia l cam paign , W illiam  H o w ard  Taft vs. W illiam  Jen 
n ings Bryan, I h a d  a "B ryan  for P re sid en t"  b u tto n  a n d  w as very  
p ro u d  of it. I w as five years o ld  an d  certa in ly  d id n 't  k n o w  w h a t 
it w as all about.

O f course, m ine  w as a D em ocrat fam ily. But th a t co u ld n 't 
have m ean t m uch  to  a k id  m y  age. M y fa th e r d ied  before I w as 
tw o, so I co u ld n 't have  been  aw are  of h is politics. M y o ldest 
b ro ther, O lney , v o ted  for the  first tim e in  th a t 1908 election. M y 
o ldest sister, E lizabeth, w o u ld  reach  vo ting  age one  w eek  after 
tha t first T uesday  in  N ovem ber. T hat d id n 't  m ean  m u ch  to  h e r 
in  1908. T here w as talk  of w o m e n 's  suffrage a t th e  tim e b u t I 
d oub t th a t it w as m ore th a n  a p h rase  to  m e.

M y m o th er could  have  m en tio n ed  politics. But a w idow  
ru n n in g  a 160-acre Iow a farm  w ith  the  he lp  of th ree  o lder sons 
w o u ld n 't have  m uch  tim e to  talk  politics w ith  h e r  youngest. 
Besides, on  th ink ing  back, I have  a feeling th a t politics a n d  its 
relation  to  the  C orey fam ily w as p u t  aw ay  in  th e  closet. I n ever 
questioned  the  w herefo re  a t the  tim e.

Those days w ere  a lm ost a q u arte r cen tu ry  before rad io  a n d
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half a cen tu ry  before TV. O n  an  Iow a farm , a daily  p ap e r w as 
alw ays a d ay  late, an d  w e c o u ld n 't a lw ays afford  a daily paper. 
W hen  w e could , it w as the  Council Bluffs Nonpareil, ra th e r th an  
the  Des Moines Register. I th in k  th e  form er h a d  Dem ocratic 
lean ings an d  the  la tte r R epublican. T here w ere  local w eekly 
p a p e rs : — Marne Free Press (M arne p ro n o u n ced  "M arney"), the 
Walnut Bureau, a n d  the  Harlan Tribune. But th ey  carried  little 
significant political new s.

I su p p o se  I h e a rd  political talk  a t m eal tim e, o r occasionally 
w h e n  a ne ig h b o r d ro p p e d  in. In  farm  coun try , kids han g  
a ro u n d  to  h ea r ad u lt talk. But w o m e n 's  suffrage an d  socialism  
w ere  ju st w ords. By th e  1912 p residen tia l election, I knew  that 
E ugene V. D ebs w as a Socialist. A  su p p o sed  Socialist slogan: 
" W h at's  m ine  is you rs a n d  w h a t 's  y o u rs  is m in e ,"  go t changed  
to, " W h a t's  m ine  is m ine  a n d  w h a t 's  you rs  is m in e ."  T hat got 
a laugh  from  g row n-ups.

A s a k id , I d o n 't  th in k  I u n d e rs to o d  th a t joke. A n d  w h en  it 
cam e to  m ail o rd er sh o p p in g , som eth in g  very  com m on on  the 
farm , I rem em ber th ink ing  th a t D em ocrats o rd ered  from  M ont
gom ery  W ard  an d  R epublicans from  Sears Roebuck.

A t the  age of n ine, I d o n 't  believe th a t w o m en 's  righ t to vote 
m ean t very  m uch  to  m e. H ow ever, I d id  know  th a t Shelby 
C oun ty , Iow a, h a d  a lady  school su p e rin te n d e n t. From  tim e to 
tim e, she  w o u ld  d ro p  in  to  visit o u r  local school u n a n n o u n ced . 
It w as a " h a p p e n in g ."  The su p e rin te n d e n t's  job w as to  ru n  the 
coun try  school system  of th e  coun ty . R ural schools w ere  set on 
an  acre of lan d  tw o  m iles ap art, w ith  few  exceptions, each in  
the  cen te r of a square  tw o  m iles on  a side. This square  w as 
called a “ school d istric t"  a n d  it w as adm in is te red  by a "d i
rector."

T raditionally , the  d irecto r w as a farm er w illing to  look after 
school b u sin ess  w ith o u t rem u n era tio n . T hat m ean t m ow ing 
the  grass on  the  school acre, h av ing  the  school house  ready  for 
the  incom ing  teacher in  the  fall, a n d  hau ling  coal for the  school 
stove.

O u r d istric t w as N o .9. In  1911 o r 1912, no  farm er in  the 
d istric t w a n te d  the  job. Som e d id n 't  have  school-age kids;
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som e lived a t th e  o u te r co rner of the  square  a n d  th e ir k ids could  
go to the  ad jacen t d istrict w ith o u t traveling  m uch  fa rth er th an  
they  w ou ld  to  go to  th e ir legal school. T ha t m ea n t th a t o u r 
school w as closed.

O ur farm  w as ju st across th e  ro ad  n o r th  from  school N u m b er 
N ine. Its closure m ean t th a t I w o u ld  have  to  go tw o  m iles, east, 
n o rth , or w est to  the  n ea re s t school in  opera tion . T here  w a sn 't  
a school tw o m iles so u th  because  In d ian  C reek  b locked  the  
road. M y m o th er chose the  w est school for m e. T here w as talk  
of tu ition  b u t th e  a m o u n t w as w aived . I ro d e  o u r p o n y  an d  
staked  h e r  o u t on  the  school y a rd  d u rin g  school h o u rs  or 
stabled h e r in  a farm er's  b a rn  across the  ro ad  in  b ad  w eather.

M eanw hile, m y  m o th er felt th a t as h e a d  of a fam ily a n d  a 
taxpayer, h e r son  shou ld  n o t be m ade  to  travel tw o  m iles to 
school ju st because n o  m an  w o u ld  take th e  job as d irec to r in  
ou r school district. She w ro te  th e  coun ty  su p e rin te n d e n t, 
talked to  ne ighbors on  the  te lep h o n e  p a rty  line , a n d  on  several 
Saturdays I h itched  L aw n, o u r safe d riv ing  h o rse , to  th e  single 
buggy  so th a t she could  see farm ers in  th e  d istric t, n o t on  o u r 
party  line, abou t school business.

Finally m y m o th er w as sw o rn  in  as d irec to r of School D istrict 
No. 9. She h ired  a teacher. W ith  the  he lp  of m y  sister E thel, the  
schoolhouse w as m ade ready . M y b ro th e r  Rob tid ied  th e  school 
yard  an d  h au led  a " sh o r t"  load  of coal to  keep  the  b u ild ing  
w arm  on  chilly m orn ings. A n d  o u r school o p e n e d  again  for the  
sp ring  term .

M y m o ther h a d  w o n  the  rig h t to  do , w h a t u n til th en , h a d  
been  a m an 's  job in  a m an 's  w orld . T hat su p p o rte d  th e  feelings 
w aking  u p  in  m e th a t w o m en  sh o u ld  have  a rig h t to  vote.

A t abou t th a t tim e I lea rn ed  som eth in g  of the  econom ics of 
w ork  an d  pay . M y b ro th e r Rob h a d  tak en  over th e  m an ag e
m en t of the  farm . C orn  shelling  in  th e  fall left a pile of cobs ten  
feet h igh  a n d  tw en ty  feet in  d iam eter in  the  m idd le  of th e  yard . 
H e offered m e ten  cen ts to m ove the  cobs in to  th e  she lte r of the  
em pty  corn  crib.  I w o rk ed  at the  job after school b u t d id n 't  get 
it fin ished. I'll adm it to  be ing  a lazy kid . But ten  cen ts  for m any
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h o u rs  of labor, ev en  k id  labor, w a sn 't  too m uch  incentive. I 
n ev er fin ished  th e  job.

M y b ro th e r  p iled  u p  the  rem ain ing  cobs a n d  b u rn ed  them  
an d  re fu sed  to  p ay  m e for w h a t I h a d  done . I 'd  been  h ired  to do 
so m uch  w ork . I h a d n 't  d o n e  it, so I forfeited  the  pay . T hen  m y 
m o th e r s te p p e d  in  a n d  m ade  h im  p ay  m e for the  p a rt I had  
d o n e  — som eth in g  like e igh t cents. I w a sn 't  particu larly  hap p y  
abou t m y  m o th e r  sid ing  w ith  m e. It only  a d d e d  to  m y aw are
ness  of be ing  favored  as th e  youngest.

But th a t w a s n 't  th e  only  tim e m y m o th e r s tep p ed  in  on  a 
w age situa tion  in  m y  life. I s ta rted  h igh  school in  Atlantic, 
coun ty  seat of C ass C oun ty , in  the  fall of 1917. The U.S. had  
ju s t e n te red  W orld  W ar I. M y b ro th e r  Fuller w as d rafted . Farm  
prices w ere  rising. In  th e  sp rin g  of 1918, m o th er sold th e  farm  
to Rob an d  b o u g h t a h o u se  in  A tlantic. T hat sum m er, I w orked  
for a ne ighbo r of ou rs  in  the  coun try  for $30 a m on th .

W hen  school re su m ed  th a t fall, I w as a sophom ore . O ur 
nex t-door ne ighbo r in  A tlan tic  go t m e a job in  the  jew elry  store 
in  w h ich  h e  w as a so rt of p a rtn e r. H e repa ired  w atches, clocks, 
an d  p h o n o g rap h s  w hile  m ain ta in ing  his ow n  optical p ro fes
sion. M y job w as to  o p en  the  store  a t 7:15 a .m ., sw eep  out, 
w ash  w in d o w s, te n d  furnace, a n d  do  o d d  jobs un til a quarte r 
of n ine. A fter school, I d id  o d d  jobs an d  e rran d s  un til six 
o 'clock. S a tu rdays I w as a t the  store  from  7:15 a .m . u n til 10:00 
or 11:00 p .m . w ith  an  h o u r off for lu nch  a n d  d inner. This add ed  
u p  to  a t least 25 h o u rs  a w eek  for w h ich  I got $3.50 every 
S a tu rday  n igh t.

I th in k  m y m o th e r let o u r ne ighbo r th in k  th a t I w as m echan
ically m in d ed . In te rest in  m ach ines w as su p p o sed  to be a 
fam ily trad ition . M y g ran d fa th e r, m o th e r 's  father, inven ted  
th ings. M y b ro th e r  Fuller in v en ted  a device to keep  the  reins 
from  g e tting  u n d e r  the  en d s  of the  d oub le tree  w h e n  driv ing  a 
team  of h o rses  h itched  to  a buggy . All farm  boys are su p p o sed  
to  be m echanical, a re n 't  they?

It w as th a t p rem ise  th a t go t m e the  job in  the  first place. O ur 
ne ighbor, in  o rd er to ge t m ore tim e for h is op tom etrist clien
tele, s ta rted  m e rep a irin g  clocks a n d  p h o n o g rap h s . T hat m ean t
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replacing b roken  sp rings, lubricating  bearings, a n d  m aking  
ad ju stm en ts. It called for no  m ore skill th a n  th e  o rd inary  
tinkerer w ith  sm all m ach ines w o u ld  possess.

But m y "p ro m o tio n "  m ean t th a t a n o th e r  h ig h  school k id  w as 
h ired  to w ash  w in d o w s a n d  sw eep  ou t. M y p ay  rem a in ed  $3.50 
a w eek. T hat m igh t have  b een  all righ t, except th a t I w as aw are  
of w h a t the  store  charged  for each  job. A n d  a coup le  of jobs 
b ro u g h t in  m ore th an  m y w eek ly  w age. A s I w as expected  to  do  
eigh t or ten  jobs a w eek , it seem ed  to  m e th a t a considerab le  
inequ ity  existed. O f course, th e  o w n er h a d  h a d  to  h ire  som eone 
else to  do  th e  sw eep  o u t a n d  w in d o w  w ash ing . A n d  for th e  
holiday  season  he  h a d  p u t  o n  a n o th e r  p e rso n  to  sell an d  deliver 
p h o nog raphs.

The tim e I sp e n t w ork ing  m ean t th a t m y g rades  suffered . 
M other becam e concerned . She felt th a t m y  ea rn ings d id n 't  
m ake u p  for m y  low  grades. She w ro te  the  jew elry  store  ow n er 
saying as m uch , an d  he  let m e go the  first of th e  year. I h ad  
learned  m ore ab o u t em ployer/em ployee  rela tions. T hen , th a t 
spring , like a bo rn -again  C hristian , it occurred  to  m e th a t I 
m igh t asp ire  to  becom ing  a w riter. L ooking back, p e rh a p s  I 
shou ld  have stuck  to  p h o n o g rap h  repairing .

This w as the  first year after W orld  W ar I, an d  the  farm  lan d  
boom  w as on. I w orked  for m y b ro th e r  o n  th e  farm  th a t 
sum m er for $75 a m o n th . The year before  it h a d  b een  $30 a 
m on th , rem em ber? A n d  w h e n  school s ta rted  th a t fall, I go t a 
job in  the  m usic store across the  stree t from  the  jew elry  store 
for $5 a w eek. It w as a jan itorial job p lu s  rep a irin g  p h o n o 
g raphs. A m uch  friendlier en v iro n m en t, a n d  m y  g rades  d id n 't  
suffer. But th a t w a s n 't  th e  real reason .

M y English teacher m ade  the  class w rite . I w ro te  poetry , 
sho rt stories, essays, an d  (like th e  o th e r s tu d en ts)  read  w h a t I 
w rote  to the  class. It w as w onderfu lly  ego inflating. I read  m y 
stuff to  m y m o ther, b u t  she  th o u g h t th a t th e  dram atic  delivery  
I h ad  deve loped  m ade  w h a t I w ro te  so u n d  b e tte r  th a n  it really 
w as. To h e r, w riting  w as all r ig h t as a hobby , b u t n o t as a 
serious career. A gain , looking  back, she  w as u n d o u b ted ly  
right.
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D uring  th o se  years  it w as inevitable th a t I abso rbed  a lot of 
cu rren t ideas ab o u t th e  R ussian  R evolution. The Bolsheviks 
w ere  "b a d  g u y s ."  In  the  1920 p residen tia l election, the  Social
ists ran  E ugene V. D ebs for p resid en t. H e w as in  jail, w hich  of 
course  d e m o n stra ted  w h a t k ind  of guy  he  w as. But he  got 
u p w a rd  of a m illion votes. Cox w as the  D em ocratic candidate; 
H ard ing , the  R epublican. The League of N ations w as a prim e 
issue.

M y m o th e r v o ted  for the  first tim e in  1920; she n ever to ld  m e 
or anyone  I k n ew  h o w  she vo ted . But she w as for the  League. 
T ha t year I w as a ju n io r in  h igh  school, b u t I d o u b t th a t I had  
abso rbed  any  m ore political ideas th an  the  average kid. In  a 
course  in  econom ics, o u r teacher h a d  u s  give a debate  in  class 
en titled  C apitalism  vs. Socialism.

A classm ate, P e ter Jan tz, an d  I took socialism . A  m in ister's  
son , P erry  M oore, a n d  Lola C h risten sen , th e  b righ test s tu d en t 
in  the  class, took  capitalism . P eter a n d  I m ade  im passioned  
speeches su m m in g  u p  th e  rig h t of w orkers to  a share  in 
m an ag em en t a n d  the  d istribu tion  of the  w ealth  th ey  p roduced . 
The class took  a vo te  a n d  w e lost. I th in k  w e m ay  have go tten  
one  vote.

I m ay  have  acqu ired  som e liberal ideas from  th a t experience, 
b u t I w as still on ly  casually  aw are  th a t m y fam ily 's politics w ere 
D em ocrat. P eter cam e from  a D em ocrat fam ily too, h is m o ther 
w as a s tro n g  p a rty  m em ber. H e an d  I g rad u a ted  the  follow ing 
sp ring , a n d  w e e n te red  The U niversity  of Iow a in  the  fall. I 
m ajo red  in  jou rna lism , an d  Pete took  pre-law .

A ny  liberal ideas I m igh t have  h a d  beg an  to  crystalize a t the 
U niversity  b u t n o t from  subjects I took. In  th e  sum m er of 1923, 
I h a d  the  chance to  sh ip  o u t w ith  20 o th er fellow s to the  Pacific 
L um ber C om pany , in  th e  h ea rt of red w o o d  country , a t Scotia, 
California. It w as a com pany  idea to  p rom o te  redw ood  lum ber 
in  the  M iddle  W est. O u r rail fare w as pa id  o u t a n d  back. G oing 
ou t, w e ro d e  in  a P ullm an. The re tu rn  trip  w as m ade separately  
by  coach as w e chose. Som e of the  p a rty  stayed.

I d o n 't  rem em b er w h a t w e w ere  pa id  b u t w e ag reed  to  w ork 
th ree  m o n th s  of o u r  su m m er vacation  a n d  o u r ro u n d -trip  fare
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w as taken  o u t of o u r pay . W e w ere  h o u se d  in  a com pany  
b u n k h o u se  a long  w ith  40 o r 50 o th e r w orkers, a n d  a room  
charge w as taken  o u t of o u r pay . W e a te  in  a large m ess hall, 
an d  the  price of each m eal w as d ed u c te d  from  o u r checks. I h a d  
taken  $50 w ith  m e, m y to tal sav ings a t th e  tim e. I re tu rn e d  w ith  
$50 b u t no  m ore.

That w as m y first experience w ork ing  for a b ig  corporation . 
A lso the  first tim e I h a d  been  so far from  hom e alone. O n  the  
farm , I h a d  m et a few  "d rifte r"  types. But in  the  lu m b er m ill, I 
m et real "w ork ing  stiffs."  T here w ere  political refugees from  
C entral A m erica  — G uatem alan  revo lu tionaries. T here  w as an  
honest-to -G od  m em ber of the  In te rn a tio n a l W orkers o rgan iza
tion, a "W obb ly ."  H e to ld  m e qu ite  casually  w h a t th ey  stood  
for. It d id n 't  so u n d  nearly  as b ad  as the  im pression  I 'd  b een  
given. H e really  seem ed  qu ite  an  o rd ina ry  guy , n o t a be w h is
kered , bom b-th row ing  Bolshevik.

In A ugust, P residen t H ard in g  d ied  in  the  Palace H ote l in  San 
Francisco. I h a d n 't  b een  too h a p p y  w h e n  h e  w o n  th e  election in  
1920. N ew s later of the  T eapot D om e Scandal seem ed  like w h a t 
w as to  be expected  from  a R epublican adm in istra tion .

N ew s of the  p re s id e n t's  d e a th  reached  Scotia w ith  th e  San 
Francisco Chronicle on  the  even ing  tra in . O ne of the  guys in  ou r 
g roup  cam e a ro u n d  rep o rtin g  the  story . It w as after n ine  
o'clock, an d  I w as a lready  in  bed . H e a n n o u n c ed  th a t "P re s 
id en t H ard ing  d ied  in  San  F rancisco ." L ater he  said  I m um bled , 
"G ood  th ing . Probably  saved  the  R epublican  P a rty ."  H e w as a 
b it in d ig n an t a t m y rep ly , b u t he  w as a good  D em ocrat a n d  
explained  " th a t I w as too  sleepy  to  k n o w  w h a t I w as saying."

I d o n 't  k now  th a t those  w ere  m y exact w ords. A t th a t tim e, 
I h a d  little respec t for th e  G O P or th e  adm in istra tion . In 
add ition  to political scandals, th e  ag ricu ltu ra l econom y w as 
scraping bo ttom . The p rev ious sum m er, I h a d  w ork ed  on  the  
farm  for $30 a m o n th  again.

T hat fall (1923) I re tu rn e d  to  th e  U niversity  a n d  m y  job  in  the  
Geology Library. It w as a good  job. I could  do  m o st of m y 
s tudy ing  w hile serv ing  the  s tu d e n ts  u s in g  th e  library. M y 
m o ther h a d  m oved  to Iow a C ity w h ere  w e h a d  an  ap artm en t.
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C harles N elson  ro o m ed  w ith  m e. W e h a d  b een  in  A tlantic H igh 
School to g e th e r, a n d  h e  w as also in te res ted  in  w riting . I got 
h im  a job as m y  assis tan t in  th e  library.

I took  a jou rna lism  course  in  rep o rtin g  a n d  d id  assignm en ts 
for The Daily Iowan. M y in stru c to r w as P rofessor W illiam 
S h ipm an  M au lsby  — M ajor M aulsby  w e called him . I m ight 
have  k n o w n  h o w  h e  cam e by  the  "M ajo r"  b u t I 've  forgotten . 
But I h a v e n 't  fo rgo tten  the  influence h e  h a d  on  m e.

Som etim es h e  acted  like a h a rassed  in stru c to r try ing  to  save 
his "s ta rv in g  fam ily" a n d  h is s tu d e n ts  w ere  le tting  h im  dow n. 
O th e r tim es h e  becam e a h ardbo iled  copy ed ito r an d  could  rip  
a s tu d e n t 's  n ew s sto ry  ap a rt in  a w ay  th a t could  curd le  a 
n e o p h y te 's  b lood . Som e of the  s tu d e n ts  took  him  seriously  an d  
d id n 't  like h im . But I felt th a t h is w e ird  w ay  of teaching 
to u g h en e d  m y th ink ing , m ade  m e a skeptical observer, an d  
n u r tu re d  m y y o u th fu l cynicism .

A t th a t tim e, I w as p robab ly  m ore in te res ted  in  the  opposite  
sex th a n  in  politics. P resid en t C oolidge, m oving  u p  from  
v ice-p residen t, h a d  d o n e  n o th in g  to  im prove m y op in ion  of 
R epublicans, o r politicians. I s ta rted  w riting  som e free verse 
u n d e r  a p se u d o n y m , w h ich  the  ed ito r of The Daily Iowan 
p u b lish ed  in  h is special co lum n. O ne of th e  first go t m e an  
u n d e se rv e d  rep u ta tio n  on  a p a rt of the  cam pus I really knew  
n o th in g  abou t. Briefly, th a t p oem  w as ab o u t a s tu d e n t w ho  
d ied , h is g irlfriend  w e n t to  h is funera l, a n d  th a t n ig h t she da ted  
a n o th e r  guy.

Q u ite  u n k n o w n  to m e, a fra tern ity  s tu d e n t h a d  d ied . There 
h a d  b een  a funera l. I d o n 't  k now  if he  h a d  a g irlfriend w ho  
s te p p e d  o u t th e  n ig h t after o r no t. But a de legation  from  the  
fra tern ity  d escen d ed  u p o n  th e  ed ito r a n d  w a n te d  to know  w ho  
w ro te  th a t p oem . The ed ito r h a d  a to u g h  tim e sh ie ld ing  m e. All 
I h a d  d o n e  w as m ake a cynical s ta tem en t abou t w om en. I w as 
in  the  th ro es  of recovering  from  a girl back in  W alnu t, Iowa, 
w h o  h a d  " d u m p e d "  m e w hile  I w as in  th e  lum ber mill. 
A nyhow , it go t m e k n o w n  on  cam pus even  if I w a sn 't  aw are of 
the  sta tus.

In  m y  ju n io r year, I took  ad vanced  ROTC. The governm en t
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paid  m e $10 a m o n th , as I recall, a n d  gave m e a un ifo rm . I 
n eed ed  any  help  I could  get. The fo llow ing sum m er, I w e n t to  
cam p at Fort Snelling. It m igh t have  pa id  a b it m ore  for those  
six w eeks, b u t I figured  th a t the  on ly  o th e r  job o p en in g  w o u ld  
be back on  the  farm . A fter a su m m er in  a lum ber m ill, w o rk ing  
on  the  farm  w o u ld  be p lain  dull.

I go t a lot m ore ex tracurricu lar ed ucation  th a t year. Paved  
roads w ere  scarce in  the  M iddle W est a t th a t tim e. A n d  
h itchh ik ing  h ad  becom e a n e w  w ay  of g e tting  from  here  to 
there. T hum bing  rides w as the  w ay  I go t to  the  T w in  Cities 
area. The V olstead A ct — p ro h ib itio n  — h a d  becom e a law  to  be 
broken. I 'd  lea rned  a little ab o u t th a t in  th e  lum ber mill. I 
learned  m ore in  M inneapolis. A n d  I reach ed  vo ting  age.

In  A ugust 1924, after m y  re tu rn  to  the  U niversity  from  Fort 
Snelling, the  U niversity  L ibrary h ired  m e a n d  C harles N elson  
to m ove the  books of the  b ran ch  G eology L ibrary to  a larger 
room  in  the  sam e bu ild ing . H av ing  ru n  th a t library  for tw o  
years, w e w ere  th o ro u g h ly  fam iliar w ith  the  books a n d  how  
they  shou ld  be shelved . But m ov ing  th em  a n d  reshe lv ing  th em  
w as a dull so rt of job. C om e to th in k  of it, I h a d  n ev er h a d  a job 
tha t w a sn 't dull. D ullness a n d  the  lack of incentive is a g rea t 
teacher of ''go ldb rick ing"  A ctually  the  incen tive  w as to  m ake 
the job last as long  as w e could , w h ich  w e d id . By th a t tim e I 
h ad  a very  low  op in ion  of jobs, of econom ics, a n d  of politics.

The G eology Library change w as a p a rt  of overall U niversity  
expansion  a t th a t tim e. The Daily Iowan becam e a com plete 
n ew sp ap e r w ith  its ow n  pub lish in g  facility in  Close H all, one of 
the o lder bu ild ings o n  cam pus. The p rin tin g  p ress  a n d  the  
lino types occupied  the  ha lf-basem en t floor w ith  offices an d  
classroom s fron ting  to  the  east a n d  sou th . The floor ju s t above 
the  p ress  h a d  been  rem oved  leaving  a balcony  or m ezzan ine  
floor for editorial offices. O n ly  the  top  floor, w h ich  w as 
occupied by  the  th ree  cam pus literary  societies, rem ained  
unchanged .

The Iowan offices w ere  a n a tu ra l h a n g o u t for jou rna lism  
stu d en ts  an d  stringers for sta te  a n d  na tiona l p a p e rs  connected  
w ith  the  school. T hat fall m an y  political a rg u m en ts  took  place
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there . By th is tim e, w o m e n 's  suffrage w as p re tty  m uch  ac
cep ted , a n d  th ere  w as a s tro n g  fem inist m ovem en t a t the 
U niversity .

I h a d  no  p rob lem  there . Equal righ ts  for w om en  fitted  m y 
p a s t  — th e  tim e m y m o th e r becam e d irecto r of School District 
N o. 9. But the  politicking th a t S ep tem ber d id n 't  grab  m e. I w as 
aw are  th a t C oolidge w as ru n n in g  on  th e  R epublican ticket and  
an  u n k n o w n  n a m e d  D avis o n  the  D em ocratic. A n d  Robert M. 
La Follette h a d  com e o u t as a th ird -p arty  ca n d id a te  — Progres
sive. N o t m u ch  to  excite a first-tim e voter.

A t th a t tim e, P rofessor "M ajo r"  M aulsby  h ad  a g raduate  
a ssis tan t na m e d  T ed G allup. Later he  becam e k n o w n  as G eorge 
W. G allup , th e  po llster. But I only  k n ew  h im  as Ted. H e w as 
serious a n d  h ard -w ork ing , a n d  an  ideal coun terw eigh t to  the 
M ajor. I th in k  th a t I considered  m yself a radical, an  iconoclast, 
a sophisticate . Those w ere  w o rd s  of the  1920s. T oday I suppose  
I 'd  have b een  called a w eirdo  o r a flake. I h a d  no  idea w h a t Ted 
G allup  th o u g h t of m e.

The sem este r h a d  barely  s ta rted  w h e n  a yo u n g  m an  cam e to 
the  a p a rtm e n t w h ere  m y  m o th e r a n d  I a n d  C harles N elson  
lived. H e said  he  h a d  s to p p ed  a t The Daily Iowan office an d  th a t 
Ted G allup  su g g ested  he  look m e u p . H e w as after som eone to 
w ork  for La Follette on  the  cam pus. M y job w ou ld  be to 
o rgan ize  a La Follette C lub am o n g  the  s tu d en ts .

So far I h a d  n ev er really  considered  politics. I h a d  am used  
m yself w ith  organ izing . A fter m y fresh m an  year, I h ad  re
tu rn e d  to  th e  farm  a n d  o rgan ized  a " lite ra ry "  society am ong 
friends in  C lay T ow nsh ip . The p rev ious sp ring , I h a d  w ritten  
the  bylaw s for a fra tern ity  som e fellow s I knew  w an ted  to  form . 
W ith  such  scan t experience, I u n d e rto o k  to organize a La 
Follette for P resid en t Club.

I su p p o se  I k n ew  as m any  of the  radicals on  cam pus as 
anyone . A n  unofficial g ro u p , calling itself th e  Pelican Club, m et 
for d in n er  once o r tw ice a m o n th  at an  in n  o n  the  edge of the 
cam pus. The n am e cam e from  the  limerick:

A wonderful bird is the pelican,
His beak can hold more than his belly can.
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He can hold enough in his beak 
To last him a week,
But I don 't see how in helican.

This group met to discuss and argue subjects of social 
interest. The feminist revolt of the twenties was a hot topic. 
University women were shocking the world by bobbing their 
hair, rejecting corsets and lace and button shoes that came 
almost to the knees, and smoking cigarettes. "Free love" and 
"trial marriage" could take up an evening. All of which 
probably doesn't mean much to the Ms. of today, but a woman 
who wrote an editorial for the Iowan asserting that a woman's 
role in life was more than producing babies was called "degen
erate" by the director of the School of Journalism.

There were other issues. The senator from Iowa up for 
re-election was Smith W. Brookhart. The collapse of the farm 
land boom following the war years had ruined many farmers. 
Many who hadn't resorted to making "hooch" in their corn
fields to beat the Volstead Act were losing their land. Brookhart 
appealed to them for support. But he had made a trip to the 
Soviet Union and came back saying that it wasn't as terrible a 
place as it was painted. That was as great a mistake to make in 
those days as it is today. He lost the election.

The La Follette Club supplied speakers to present La Fol
lette's programs for farmer and labor meetings. We got stories 
in the newspapers. I don't remember that we did anything 
spectacular. I wasn't a good PR person. But all of it brought me 
in touch with the issues and made me conscious of the shallow 
campaigns run by Coolidge and Davis. Facts still show La 
Follette getting about 4,823,000 votes nationally, the most ever 
received by a third-party candidate. But Coolidge won.

I voted with pride that year, but the results of the 1924 
election left me with a very sour opinion of the American 
electorate. I vowed never to vote again. And didn't for 12 years.

One of the people I met in the School of Journalism was a 
ranch-lean and weathered guy from Colorado. He was a 
free-lance reporter studying journalism, several years older 
than I, but a loner, pretty much like me. We had both been in
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th e  M ajor's  jou rna lism  class the  p rev ious year. H is nam e w as 
E . K. E dw ards, an d  w e go t b e tte r  acquain ted  th a t second year.

H e to ld  m e th a t before  h e  cam e to  The U niversity  of Iow a he 
h a d  tak en  a job in  th e  Rockefeller coal m ines in  Colorado. This 
w as a t th e  tim e of th e  fam ous L udlow  M assacre. S trikers w ere 
s ta rved  a n d  even  m u rd e red . E . K. h a d n 't  k n o w n  w h a t he  w as 
g e tting  in to  w h e n  h e  h ired  o n  as a strikebreaker. H e w as ju st a 
kid . The first day  he  w as escorted  in to  the  m ine by  a big guy 
w alk ing  in  fron t of h im  a n d  a b ig  guy  w alk ing  beh ind . Each 
w ore  revo lvers s tra p p e d  to  b o th  h ips. The nex t day  he  d id n 't  go 
back. T ha t w as m ore labor h isto ry  to  com e m y w ay. It re in 
forced m y knee je rk  sy m p a th y  for the  u n d e rd o g .

T hat fall th e  K u Klux K lan he ld  a p ro m o tio n  m eeting  at the  
in n  n ea r th e  cam pus w h e re  s tu d e n ts  ate  regu larly  a n d  m eetings 
a n d  dances w ere  held . The faculty  especially  w as inv ited  to 
com e. P ho to jou rna lism  w as one  of E . K .'s  in terests , b u t n igh t 
p ic tu res w e re n 't  easy  to  get. Those w ere  days before flash 
bulbs. F lash p o w d e r in  a tro u g h  device, h e ld  on  the  en d  of a 
stick, w as ig n ited  ju s t as the  p h o to g ra p h e r sn a p p ed  the  cam 
era. E . K. asked  m e to  h an d le  th e  flash. W e w ere  to  w ait un til 
th e  KKK m ee tin g  b roke u p  a n d  take a p ic tu re  of th e  peop le  w ho  
cam e ou t.

H e a n d  I w aited  across the  stree t from  the  inn . Several o ther 
p eop le  w ere  p resen t. A t ab o u t ten  o 'clock the  do o r of the  inn  
o p en ed , a n d  peop le  cam e o u t on  the  porch . I w as ready  w ith  
th e  flash  pow d er. The crow d  o n  the  po rch  grew . E . K. said 
" N ow !" a n d  I lit th e  flash. In  the  su d d e n  glare, I h e a rd  the 
cam era click. T hen  w e w ere  ru n n in g  hell-ben t d o w n  the  alley 
b e h in d  th e  Law  Building. W e cam e o u t of the  next s tree t over 
a n d  h u rrie d  on  to th e  Journalism  Building.

O ne of th e  inn o v atio n s  a t th e  Iowan w as a darkroom . It w as 
u se d  by  staff p h o to g ra p h e rs  a n d  stringers. E . K. h ead ed  for it 
im m edia te ly  to  develop  h is film. I h u n g  a ro u n d  u p sta irs  a t the  
city desk . S udden ly , ten  o r a d o zen  p rofessors b u rs t in  and  
h e a d ed  for th e  e d ito r 's  office. W ho took th a t picture?

The ed ito r k n ew  n o th in g  ab o u t it. It h a d  n o t been  an  Iowan 
assignm en t. E . K. h a d  h o p e d  to sell the  sh o t a n d  story  to  the
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Des Moines Register—m aybe the  Chicago Tribune. But w e, it 
seem s, h a d  sho t the  w ro n g  crow d. W e go t those  rejecting  the  
K lan p itch  an d  w ere  w alk ing  out.

By th is tim e E . K. h a d  deve loped  h is film  an d  cam e u p  w ith  
a w e t p rin t. I can  still see th a t p ic tu re . O ne  of the  p ro fs  on  the  
porch  w as ju s t p u ttin g  o n  his h a t, h is w avy  silvery ha ir 
conspicuous in  the  flash. E . K. h a d  n o  in ten tio n  of sm earing  
innocen t peop le . But these  p ro fesso rs  h a d  accep ted  th e  inv ita 
tion  of the  Klan. E ven those  w h o  w alked  o u t on  th e  K lan w ere  
new sw orthy . But th e  profs d e m a n d e d  th a t E . K. give u p  the  
film an d  the  p rin t. T here w as a q u estio n  of censo rsh ip  a n d  First 
A m en d m en t righ ts. Finally, E . K. gave in; h is first successful try  
a t n igh t p h o to jou rna lism  h a d  been  sh o t dow n .

E . K. w as defin ite ly  an  u n d e rd o g . O th e r jou rna lism  s tu d e n ts  
h ang ing  a ro u n d  the  Iowan office tried  to  get h im  to reveal w h a t 
his initials s tood  for. H e 'd  n ever say. But after w e 'd  been  
friends for aw hile, h e  d id  adm it to  m e th a t the  E. s tood  for 
"E th e r."  E ther K. E dw ards. But h e 'd  n ev er say  w h a t th e  K. 
stood  for. I a lw ays m ain ta in ed  th a t th e  K. w as for K erosene: 
E ther K erosene E dw ards. H e w as afraid  of w om en . H e 'd  do  
alm ost an y th in g  to  avoid  an y  contact w ith  the  opposite  sex. But 
for a guy  w ith  g iven  n am es he  obv iously  c o u ld n 't be  p ro u d  of 
an d  a spectacular tim id ity , to  s tubbo rn ly  p u rsu e  a career like 
journalism , I th in k  m u st have  d o n e  so m eth in g  to  su s ta in  m y 
de te rm ina tion  to  becom e a w riter.

The last sem ester a t the  U niversity  I took  a tw o -h o u r course, 
the  title of w h ich  I can 't recall, b u t it dea lt w ith  a social h isto ry  
of the  U nited  States. O ne of the  m an y  facets of A m erican  life 
th a t caugh t the  " tired , poor, h u d d le d  m asses"  w h e n  th ey  
reached  these  sho res w as called the  P ad ro n e  system . It m igh t 
have been  an  early  infiltra tion  by  th e  M afia. W hen  im m igran t 
fam ilies ran  in to  difficulties w ith  the  illusive A m erican  d ream , 
they  w ere  forced to  allow  th e ir ch ild ren  to  be exp lo ited  by 
u n sc ru p u lo u s  ind iv iduals  called P adrones.

W hen  I w as 11, m y m o th e r an d  I v isited  h e r  fam ily in  Illinois 
an d  Ind iana. W e took  a local tra in  from  M arne to  A tlantic  a n d  
a flyer to  Chicago. From  th e  La Salle S tree t S tation, w e h a d  to
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go to  the  D earborn  S treet S tation  to  get a tra in  to M om ence, m y 
m o th e r 's  hom eto w n . The d istance w a sn 't  m ore th an  th ree 
blocks. W e cou ld  h ire a hack. O r w e could  w alk. But w e had  
heav y  bags.

H an g in g  a ro u n d  th e  Rock Island  Station w ere  several ro u g h 
looking  teenage  boys, o ffering  "C arry  y o u r bags, m u m ."  My 
m o th e r d ec ided  w e 'd  w alk, a n d  h ired  one of these  y o u th s  to 
to te  o u r  luggage. A  sw arth y  kid , th ree  or four years o lder th an  
m e, g rabbed  o u r bags a n d  set off a t a trot. I k ep t u p  w ith  him . 
W e o u td is tan ced  m y m o ther. A t the  corner of D earborn , w e 
tu rn e d  sou th . T hose bags w ere  heavy , an d  the  y o u n g  carrier 
w as h av ing  trouble . This w as S ep tem ber a n d  h o t in  Chicago. 
H e s to p p e d  a t th e  nex t co rner to  w ipe  his fo rehead . I looked 
back. M y m o th e r w as com ing as fast as she could  a long  the 
c row ded  sidew alk .

Believe m e, as a n  eleven-year-o ld  coun try  k id , I w as scared. 
The m o m en t w e p a u sed , a sw arth y  m an  seem ed  to m aterialize 
from  the  crow d. I w o u ld n 't  have  k n o w n  h o w  old he  w as a t m y 
age. H e a n d  o u r y o u n g  carrier exchanged  angry  w ords. Finally 
the  boy  took  a h an d fu l of change from  his pocket an d  gave it to 
the  m an , w h o  w alked  quickly aw ay. By th a t tim e m y m other 
h a d  caugh t u p  w ith  us. The carrier im m ediately  g rabbed  u p  our 
bags a n d  s ta rted  off a t a tro t, w ith  m e keep ing  beside  him . W e 
reached  the  D earbo rn  S treet S tation, a n d  he  set d o w n  o u r bags.

W hile w e  w a ited  for m y m o th er to  catch u p  a n d  pay  him , he 
to ld  m e th a t I w as a good  ru n n er; th a t som e of th e  boys w ho  
carried  bags ran  off w ith  them . But, he  said , h e  n ever d id  such 
a th ing . T h ink ing  abou t th a t w h e n  I took th a t course, I realized 
th a t th an k s  to  o u r heavy  luggage a n d  m y  country-boy speed  
the  carrier h a d  b een  k e p t from  ru n n in g  off w ith  o u r bags. Ten 
years la te r it d a w n e d  on  m e th a t I h a d  b een  in  a little p a rt of the 
seam ier side of th e  A m erican  d ream  for im m igran ts. It w as an  
en ligh ten ing  m em ory .

In  June of 1925, I go t m y B.A. in  journalism , an d  sta rted  the 
first of tw o  jobs in  Chicago, in  K roch 's B ookstore on  M ichigan 
A venue. The sh o p  h a d  a m ezzan ine  floor, a n d  M r. K roch 's 
desk  p ressed  aga in st a railing  w h ere  it overlooked  the  m ost
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active p a rt of the  store. From  tim e to  tim e d u rin g  th e  day , M r. 
Kroch w ou ld  yell, " M iss B ittner!" She w as h is secretary . H e 
could  be h e a rd  from  one e n d  of the  store  to  the  o ther. I o ften  
w o n d ered  w h a t custom ers th o u g h t abou t M r. K roch bellow ing  
like C ap ta in  Bligh on  his quarter-deck .

I w as never su re  w h a t m y  job w as o th e r th a n  to  fam iliarize 
m yself w ith  the  stock, w h ich  I d id  fairly quickly. O ne day , he  
caught m e w aiting  o n  a custom er. A p p aren tly  I w a s n 't  su p 
posed  to be do ing  th a t yet. Later, one  of th e  clerks said  th a t he  
h a d  referred  to  m e as " th a t B olshevik ," a n d  he  fired  m e a t the  
end  of th ree  w eeks.

M y next job w as as a rep o rte r  for a real esta te  m agazine. It 
w as dull w ork  b u t the  peop le  on  the  staff w ere  fu n  to  w ork  
w ith . W hen  I gave notice of q u ittin g  early  in  1926 , I w as offered 
a raise to  stay. But I w as still d e te rm in ed  to  becom e a w rite r an d  
p lan n ed  to go to  N ew  York.

Before going, I re tu rn e d  to  Iow a C ity to  ren e w  old  acquain
tances an d  m ake n e w  ones, a n d  fin ish  u p  a novel m anuscrip t. 
I v isited  m y form er room m ate , C harles N elson , w h o  w as 
com pleting  his last year a t the  U niversity . I m et R u th  L echlitner 
w ho  w as w ork ing  for P rofessor John  T. F rederick  a n d  The 
Midland, w hile  do ing  g rad u a te  w ork  to w ard  h e r  M .A . I w as 
very  im pressed  w ith  h e r p o e try  a n d  w ith  her. H ow ever, N ew  
York w as m y im m ediate  destina tion , a n d  I se t o u t w ith  a n o th e r 
friend  from  Pelican C lub days in  late  M arch.

In  1926, N ew  York C ity w as a g rea t place. W e go t off th e  tra in  
a t P ennsy lvan ia  S tation, took  the  S even th  A venue  Subw ay 
dow n  to F o u rteen th  S treet, go t off a t S heridan  Square in  
G reenw ich  Village, a n d  fo u n d  ourse lves on  Bank Street. W e 
h ad  follow ed the  d irections g iven  u s  by  tw o  w o m en  friends 
from  the  U niversity  w h o  h a d  gone to  N ew  York th e  p rev ious 
sum m er an d  w ere  living a t 11 Bank Street.

They h a d n 't  gone to  w ork  yet. T hey gave u s  b reakfast, th e n  
took off to  their jobs. A  room  w as available a t 13 Bank, w e took  
it an d  m oved  in. W e w ere  estab lished  before  n o o n  an d  very  
im pressed  by  the  city. By com parison  w ith  Chicago, the  stree ts 
here  w ere  w onderfu lly  clean a n d  nea t. In  those  days a p e rso n
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could  w alk  the  stree ts  safely d ay  or n igh t, w ith  p e rh a p s  the 
exception  of H ell's  K itchen  a t n igh t. It w as a beau tifu l sp ring  
day . O u r  p ro sp ec ts  seem ed  very  bright.

M y first job w as investiga ting  app lican ts for insurance. I w as 
g iven  a w eek 's  tra in in g  a n d  sen t o u t th e  fo llow ing M onday. 
The com pany  got $1 from  th e  in su rance  com panies for each 
in v estig a to r's  rep o rt. The investiga to rs w ere  expected  to in te r
v iew  from  four to  six or m ore  peop le  w h o  knew  each app lican t 
b e ing  investiga ted .

I w as p a id  $28 a w eek . It d a w n e d  on  m e fairly soon  th a t any 
th o ro u g h  investiga tion  could  n o t be m ade  of the  load of 
app lican ts  each  investiga to r w as g iven  to cover. A t $1 each, 
fifteen or tw en ty  app lican ts  h a d  to  be investiga ted  every  day  by 
each  investiga to r for the  com pany  to  pay  the  investiga to r's  
salary  a n d  m ake a profit. T hat w o u ld  m ean  100 or m ore 
in terv iew s a day . I c o u ld n 't possib ly  do  th a t honestly . I found  
th a t th e  regu lars  w ork ing  for th e  com pany  w ro te  their reports 
in  speakeasies or a t hom e, falsifying in terv iew s. So I m ade  an  
ethical ju d g m e n t a n d  quit. Today , I w o u ld  p robab ly  be accused 
of an  a ttitu d e  p rob lem .

M y d e te rm in a tio n  to  be a w rite r could  very  w ell have 
in fluenced  m y  qu itting . I really  d id n 't  w a n t to  be a p a rt of the 
regu lar b u sin ess  w orld . But m y novel h a d  been  rejected  by 
V iking Publishers. I still h a d  to  eat, so I go t a job w ith  th e  N ew  
York T elephone C om pany .

I sat a t a desk  on  th e  th ird  floor of a bu ild ing  on  th e  East Side, 
looking  n o rth  over th e  roo ftops of M anhattan . I took applica
tions for n ew  service by  te lep h o n e  a n d  tried  to iron  o u t the  
com plain ts of o ld  subscribers. O n e  of the  im peratives w as to 
keep  com plain ing  subscribers from  tak ing  th e ir com plain ts to 
the  Public Service C om m ission . A n d  after do ing  all the  above, 
I w as su p p o sed  to  call satisfied  subscribers a n d  sell them  
add itiona l service. I soon  lea rn ed  th a t a farm  boy  w ith  a sound  
m oral u p b rin g in g  cou ld  be a m isfit.

The com pany  decided  th a t I w a sn 't  cu t o u t for a business 
office job. But after p ay ing  m e for a couple of m on ths, 
m an ag em en t ap p a ren tly  felt th a t it h a d  an  in v estm en t in  m e, so
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I w as tran sferred  d o w n to w n  to the  Brooklyn T elephone D irec
tory, as n u m b er th ree  of th ree  m ale  superv iso rs .

A new  m eth o d  of com piling d irectories w as b e ing  insta lled  
an d  ou r job w as to  get the  b u g s o u t of th e  system . A s th ird  
m an, I h a d  m ore contact w ith  the  field offices. I m an ag ed  to 
spo t a critical snag  in  the  com piling  of nam es a n d  ad d resses  of 
n ew  subscribers. I to ld  the  second  in  com m and. H e p assed  it 
on  to  the  first superv iso r as h is ow n  discovery . W h en  o u r initial 
w ork  w as done , it w as decided  by  the  fro n t office th a t on ly  tw o 
superv isors w ere  n eed ed . Being th ird  m an , I w as let go. But the  
head  superv iso r a ssu red  m e th a t I could  expect " a good  
recom m endation ."  T hat m ade  the  title of a sto ry  I w ro te  years 
later. Jack C onroy  p rin te d  it in  The A nvil, one  of the  early  
"little"  m agazines.

M y nex t job w as sc roung ing  p ic tu res for the  fo u rteen th  
ed ition  of the  Encyclopaedia Britannica. W arren  Cox, so n  of the  
A m erican p res id en t of the  com pany , w as p ictu re  ed itor. W alter 
B. Pitkin, au th o r of Life Begins at Forty, h a d  n a m e d  h im self 
A m erican ed ito r on  th e  staff, h av ing  conv inced  m an ag em en t 
th a t he  could get the  n ew  ed ition  o u t in  a year. T here  w as big 
talk of dead lines w hich , as a jou rnalis t, I cou ld  u n d e rs ta n d , an d  
I b u s ted  a g u t to m eet the  first one.

But a faction on  the  staff felt th a t dead lines  w e re n 't  com pat
ible w ith  encyclopedia com pilation. D ead lines cam e a n d  w en t, 
an d  the  w orld  d id n 't  end . P itk in  acted  as if ev e ry th in g  w as 
quite  norm al. N ew  dead lines w ere  set a n d  m issed . P itk in 's  
contract for one year expired  a n d  w a s n 't  ren ew ed . The fou r
teen th  ed ition  of the  Encyclopaedia Britannica s tu m b led  along, 
and  no  one seem ed  to  w orry  ab o u t w h e n  it w o u ld  get ou t. I 
w as d isillusioned  b u t h u n g  on , sav ing  m oney  for a trip  to 
Europe.

A n inciden t com es to  m in d  from  early  in  m y  Britannica job. I 
w as su p p o sed  to  get p ic tu res to  illustrate  an  article on  ad v er
tis ing  — obviously a first-volum e prio rity . A n  illu stra tion  m u st 
w as "Sky W riting."

I h ad  m ade the  acquain tance  of W arren  Basset, one  of the  
ed itors o n  a m agazine w ith  offices in  the  T im es Square Build
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ing. H e h a d  g rad u a ted  from  Iow a th ree  or fou r years before I 
d id . M ajor M aulsby  h a d  talked  abou t W arren  as one of h is m ost 
successful s tu d en ts . I d ro p p e d  in  to  visit w ith  h im  from  tim e to 
tim e.

C o nfron ted  w ith  th e  advertis ing  dead line  for "Sky W riting,"  
I m ade  a p o in t of m en tio n in g  the  subject to  him . H e to ld  m e to 
"T ry  th e  Sky W riting  C orpo ra tion  of A m erica."  Such an  
obvious source of pix h a d n 't  occurred  to  m e. The corporation  
w as listed  in  the  M an h a ttan  T elephone D irectory w ith  an  
a d d ress  in  th e  Forty-Second S treet area. I w e n t s tra igh t there, 
to ld  the  recep tion ist w h a t I w as after, a n d  she got m e an  8x10 
b lack-and-w hite  p h o to g ra p h  of the  w o rd  "R O D E O " w ritten  
above the  skyline of M an h attan . If you  looked  closely or u sed  
a m agnify ing  glass you  could  see a d o t a t the  tail of the  "O "  
w h ich  w as the  a irp lane . The Britannica could  have  it for a credit 
line read in g  "Sky W riting  C orporation  of Am erica."

It w as such  a spectacu lar p ic tu re  th a t I took it to show  
W arren . H e lau g h ed  a n d  ad v ised  m e: "Take the  res t of the day 
off. P u t it on  y o u r e d ito r 's  desk  in  the  m orn ing . Be a little ou t 
of b re a th ."  I d id  som eth in g  like tha t, a n d  th e re 's  a full page  of 
th a t p ic tu re  in  th e  fo u rteen th  ed ition  of the  encyclopedia.

The s loppy  ed itorial ro u tin es  d is tu rb ed  o thers  on  the  Britan
nica staff. But it w as a job to  them . I liked a lo t of those guys. 
O ne of th e  d ep a rtm en ta l ed ito rs, M onty  Schuyler, k new  H o
w ard  Scott, th e  in v en to r of technocracy. M onty  w as a disciple. 
H e loved  to  ex p o u n d  the  m erits  of a society ru n  by eng ineers 
over lu n ch  or in  a speakeasy  ge tting  d ru n k  on  w eekends.

M onty  in tro d u ced  m e to  Scott once in  a res tau ran t in 
G reenw ich  Village. I h a d  reservations abou t tu rn in g  society 
over to  eng ineers. A n d  M onty  d id n 't  give m e a very  satisfying 
idea  w h ere  the  w rite r w o u ld  fit in  a technocracy.

I w as still b e n t on  becom ing  a w riter. R u th  Lechlitner a n d  I 
w ere  living together. I consider h e r  the  b es t w om an  p oe t since 
Em ily D ickinson. W e w ere  ap p ro ach in g  o u r sav ings goal for a 
year in  E urope. But th ere  w ere  snags.

In those  days a p a ssp o rt cost $10, a n d  visas for m any 
E u ropean  coun tries  cost $10. T oday $10 is a lm ost an  insignifi

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol49/iss1



[53]

cant am oun t. In  1928, it m ean t living ten  days in  France. If w e 
rem ained  u n m arried , each w o u ld  requ ire  a p a ssp o rt a n d  sep 
arate visas, b u t m arried , b o th  w o u ld  be on  one p assp o rt. So w e 
got m arried .

R uth  w as w ork ing  on  th e  Nation a t th e  tim e. She lived 
th ro u g h  the  strugg le  to  save Sacco a n d  V anzetti, a n d  she 
passed  a lot of agon izing  a long  to  m e. I can still rem em ber 
sitting  on  the  s toop  of a b ro w n sto n e  on  W est F ou rth  S treet th e  
n igh t they  w ere  executed. I d id n 't  feel it as m uch  as R u th  d id . 
She h ad  been  living th a t n ig h tm are  a t the  Nation for w eeks.

In 1928, Al Sm ith  ran  aga inst H oover in  th e  p residen tia l 
election. I w as barely  aw are  of the  cam paign . I w a s n 't  v o tin g  — 
rem em ber? W e sailed for France on  th e  De Grasse in  late  A ugust 
an d  reached  Le H avre  in  early  Sep tem ber. M ost F rench  favored  
Al Sm ith because he  w as against p roh ib ition . W e cou ld  agree 
on  that. A peace pact w as s igned  in  Paris th a t fall (the Pact of 
Paris o r the  Kellogg-Briand Pact). O n ly  the  h isto ry  books 
rem em ber.

In O ctober, w e bicycled from  Paris to  the  Riviera. W e w en t 
over m o u n ta in s  I h a d n 't  realized  w ere  there . In  one village 
w here  w e stayed , w e w ere  th e  first A m ericans the  na tives h ad  
ever m et. O ne of th e  k ids asked  "D o  you  k n o w  Leenberg?"

I s ta rted  a b eard  as soon  as w e reached  Paris, a n d  by  the  tim e 
w e got to B andol-sur-m er o n  the  M ed ite rran ean  it w as a p p a r
en t, b u t pale an d  w ispy . W e fo u n d  a real esta te  office w h ere  the  
lady spoke E nglish  an d  in q u ired  ab o u t a villa. She took  a long  
tim e exam ining  o u r p assp o rt, b u t finally took  u s  to  a nice little 
place across the  ro ad  from  th e  sea. W e p a id  the  six m o n th s  ren t 
in  advance. T hen  she exp la ined  h e r  first hesita tion ; she  th o u g h t 
w e w ere R ussians.

D uring  the  m o n th s  w e lived in  B andol, I go t little w riting  
done. There w as no  reaso n  to  be optim istic  ab o u t m y becom ing 
a w riter. I b egan  to  feel th a t p e rh a p s  I w as like o th ers  I h a d  
k now n  w h o  said  th ey  w a n te d  to  w rite , b u t  after th ey  got 
m arried  a n d  h a d  sex regu larly , th ey  n ev er got a ro u n d  to 
w riting . T hey  took a job, s ta rted  a fam ily, a n d  the  d ream  of 
becom ing a w rite r rem ain ed  on ly  a d ream .
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T hat w in te r, B andol saw  sn o w  for th e  first tim e in  y e a rs  — the 
pa lm  trees froze. W e m et w ives of British colonial officials in 
Ind ia  sen t back to w in te r on  th e  Riviera (a couple because they  
h a d  p ro v en  an  em b arrassm en t to their h u sb an d s). I rem em ber 
a F rench  colonial b u s in essm an , on  a w eek  of R-and-R, after a 
s tin t in  S o u th east Asia. H e to ld  m e abou t do ing  business w ith  
th e  C hinese. H e said  th a t w ith  th e  C h inese  all h e  n eed ed  w as 
th e ir w o rd  an d  a h a n d sh ak e . But any  business  he d id  w ith  
Japanese  h a d  to  be p u t in  w riting .

A m ericans s to p p e d  th ere  for a ho liday . A  m an  nam ed  
Bowles h a d  re tired  there , a fter years  as public  rela tions m an  for 
th e  R ingling B rothers C ircus. The h igh  po in t w as m eeting  D. 
H . a n d  F rieda Law rence. H e h a d  a very  consp icuous beard . He 
a n d  I p assed  a n u m b er of tim es w h e n  w e w ere  o u t w alking. I 
w as conscious of h im  eyeing  m e. M y ow n  beard  cou ldn 't 
com pare  w ith  h is so I shaved  m ine  off.

T here w as com m on g ro u n d  b e tw een  R u th  a n d  the  Law
rences. She h a d  tau g h t in  N ew  M exico. They h a d  lived in  Taos. 
R u th  finally  go t u p  courage to  ap p ro ach  Frieda. As soon as they  
lea rn ed  th a t she h a d  lived in  N ew  M exico, th ey  w ere eager to
talk. R u th  in v ited  th em  to o u r  villa for tea. It w as a brief\
encoun ter. T hey w ere  friendly , o rd inary  peop le . Law rence w as 
anx ious to  get back to  Taos. H e adv ised  m e to  s top  off in 
L ondon  on  o u r w ay  back to  A m erica a n d  see J. M iddleton  
M urray . H e w as su p p o sed  to  be help fu l to  asp iring  w riters.

In  early  A pril th a t year, w e received  a le tte r from  o u r friend  
C harles N elson , describ ing  p ro p erty  th ey  h a d  found  n ear Cold 
S p ring -on-H udson . H e a n d  h is w ife Kay w an ted  us to join 
th em  in  bu y in g  it. T here w ere  tw o  h o u ses  a n d  25 or 26 acres 
a n d  the  price w as $6,000. W e still h a d  m ore th an  $1,000 of our 
E u ropean  trip  sav ings a n d  could  have  stayed  an o th e r year. But 
w e d ec ided  to take u p  the  N elson  offer an d  re tu rn  hom e. We 
w e n t by  w ay  of L ondon . I called on  J. M idd le ton  M urray  at his 
m agazine. H e sen t a sub -ed ito r o u t to  talk  to  m e w h o  offered no 
enco u rag em en t to  anyone  w a n tin g  to  w rite .

W e sailed hom e on  the  Lancastria in  late  M ay. O n  board , I 
m ade  the  acquain tance  of a S ou th  A frican m in ister, an  Afri
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kaner, com ing to  A m erica to  get su p p o rt for the  w h ite  A frican 
cause. I w a sn 't  m uch  im p ressed  w ith  h im  or h is cause. But th a t 
could have  been  because  he  b ea t m e regu larly  a t chess.

O u r arrival in  N ew  York h a rb o r w ith  full sigh t of th e  S tatue 
of L iberty I d o n 't  rem em ber as b e ing  particu larly  stirring. T here 
w as the  im m edia te  m atte r  of g e tting  th ro u g h  custom s. But I 
th ink  I w as m ore excited by  the  p ro sp ec ts  of the  lan d  w e  w ere  
going to  buy.

T hat first n ig h t w e sp e n t w ith  friends in  N ew  York City. W e 
took a m orn ing  tra in  from  G ran d  C entra l S tation  u p  the  
H u d so n  River. T hat w a te r level ride  is spectacular. The Pali
sades an d  th e  h ig h lan d s across the  river rival an y th in g  a trip  
along the  Rhine can offer. A cross th e  N ew  York C en tra l tracks 
from  the  C old S pring  sta tion , o u r  d estin a tio n , is a real sp ring , 
an d  nearby  a b ronze  p laque  read in g , "G eorge  W ash ing ton  
d ran k  a t th is spring ."

The " fa rm " in  P u tn am  C o un ty  w e w ere  b u y in g  h a d  been  
aban d o n ed  for years. Fox grass a n d  w h ite  b irch  trees h a d  taken  
over the  fields m arked  by  b ro k en -d o w n  s tone  w alls. C harles 
an d  Kay h a d  already  m oved  in to  the  m ain  o lder h o u se  o n  the  
acreage. A shell of a h o u se  on  a sm all p lo t s tood  o n  th e  d rive u p  
to the  m ain  p roperty .

W hen  the  N elsons m oved  u p , th ey  h a d  in c luded  w ith  their 
stuff ou rs w e h a d  sto red  w h e n  w e w e n t ab road . It w as w aiting  
for u s  in  the  sm all cottage on  the  drive. A fter a few  days of 
getting  acquain ted  w ith  th e  place, w e m ade  a b rief trip  to  the  
M iddle W est to  visit fam ilies a n d  collect o u r belong ings, left 
b eh ind , w aiting  for the  d ay  of se tting  u p  a p e rm a n e n t hom e. 
T hen w e re tu rn ed  a n d  sp e n t th e  re s t o f th e  su m m er m ak ing  the  
cottage th a t w as to  be o u r  p a rt  of th e  deal livable.

Septem ber cam e, a n d  w e looked  for jobs in  th e  city. R uth  
w as the  first to  connect. She s ta rted  w ith  the  H . W. W ilson 
C om pany, w riting  for the  Book Review Digest. It took  m e a 
m o n th  longer to ge t a job rep o rtin g  for the  Real Estate Record and 
Builders Guide. W e m oved  back to  a one-room  a p a rtm e n t on  the  
U pper W est Side of M anhattan .

The stock m arket crash  in  O ctober seem ed  h a rd ly  m ore  th an
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head lines  in  the  p a p e rs  to  us. W e knew  one  p e rso n  to lose 
m oney . The w ho le  financial scene w as a n o th e r w orld . Ruth 
se ttled  in to  h e r  job quickly. She h a d  b een  w riting  book review s 
for years, d igesting  rev iew s w as easy. But M r. W ilson, h ead  of 
the  com pany , w as a m o d ern  Scrooge. H e h ired  m ostly  w om en  
because  th ey  w o rk ed  for less m oney . W hen  one of the  help  
n e e d ed  a n e w  pencil, she  h a d  to  take the  s tub  she h ad  to him  
to p rove  the  need . M y job w as n o t one th a t I could  get 
en thusiastic  abou t. N ew s stories abou t real esta te  sales w as not 
w h a t I w a n te d  to  w rite . But I h a d  a y o u n g  boss a n d  the  o thers 
on  the  staff w ere  easy  to  get a long  w ith . T here w as talk of the 
m arke t crash  b u t n o n e  h a d  b een  b u rn e d  by  it. Yet m y prospects 
w ere  d im  for becom ing the  w rite r I w a n te d  to be.

People selling ap p les  o n  s tree t corners becam e m ore conspic
u o u s  daily . W in ter cam e on , an d  the  unem p lo y ed  num bers 
grew . A  rally w as p lan n e d  for U nion  square . The sm all bu t 
no isy  C om m un ist Party  m ay  have o rgan ized  it. The day  of the 
m eeting , th e  roofs of bu ild ings su rro u n d in g  th e  square  w ere 
m an n e d  w ith  police a n d  govern m en t agen ts  w ith  m achine 
g u n s  a im ed  a t the  crow d. I t's  m y  recollection th a t a flam boyant 
politician  n am ed  G rover W halen , an  ex-floorw alker a t M acys, 
h a d  som eth in g  to  do  w ith  the  so-called security . The ep isode 
w as good  for a lot of laughs in  the  office.

The g row ing  d ep ress io n  d id n 't  b o th e r m e m uch. I w as full of 
p lans  for the  p ro p erty  w e w ere  acquiring, for m aking  it in to  a 
base for w riting . T hat January , C harles an d  Kay sp en t a 
w eek en d  u p  a t th e ir h o u se , go ing  th ro u g h  their belongings and  
b u rn in g  u n w a n te d  stu ff in  an  old brick fireplace. The follow ing 
M onday  n ig h t the  h o u se  b u rn e d  d ow n . A lthough  house  and  
belong ings w ere  in su red , th ey  lost a lot of p ersona l item s.

W e h a d  a com plicated  ag reem en t b e tw een  ourselves in  the 
p u rch ase  of th e  p roperty . The lan d  w as to  be d iv ided  betw een  
us. C harles a n d  K ay w ere  to  get the  lan d  w est of a n o rth -sou th  
s tone  w all. T hey  p lan n e d  to  bu ild  their h ouse  on  th is site. But 
the  h o u se  th ey  h a d  tak en  over a n d  w ere  occupying  w as on  the 
sm aller p o rtion  w h ich  w e w ere  taking. W e d id n 't  w an t the  old 
house . B uild ing m y  ow n  w as p a rt of m y dream . So the
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agreem en t be tw een  the  tw o  couples a llow ed  for the  tearing  
d ow n  of the  o lder h ouse  an d  the  d ivision of the  m aterials. N ow  
the  fire h ad  taken  care of that. A n d  the  in su rance  w e n t to  the  
seller of the  p roperty .

In  ou r ag reem en t, the  cottage on  the  sm all lot on  the  drive, 
w hich  w e w ere  occupying, w as to be  sold  as soon  as I go t a 
place built on  o u r p o rtion  of th e  lan d , an d  the  p roceeds d iv ided  
betw een  the  four of us. W ith the  m oney  R u th  a n d  I h a d  left 
over from  o u r E u ropean  trip  a n d  a sm all inheritance  from  m y 
m other, w e w ere able to  p ay  for o u r p o rtio n  of the  land . W e 
p lan n ed  th a t in  the  sp rin g  I w o u ld  qu it m y  job a n d  s tart 
bu ild ing  a cottage on  o u r p ro p erty  no w  free a n d  clear. A n d  th is 
w as w here  R uth  a n d  I w o u ld  live a n d  w rite  even tually . A n d  in  
M arch of 1930, w e h a d  e n o u g h  m oney  still to  b u y  a M odel A 
Ford p ickup , an  item  ind ispensab le  to  an y  b u ild ing  p lans.

O u r lives seem ed  to  be w ork ing  ou t. M y boss a lready  knew  
th a t I p lan n ed  to  qu it on  the  first of A pril. S om ehow  h e  h a d  got 
the  no tion  th a t I m igh t be after h is job. H e h a d  said  to  m e once, 
" D o n 't ever th in k  you  can get m y  job aw ay  from  m e ."  The idea 
w as rid icu lous to  m e. But ap p a ren tly  h e  h a d  g o tten  his p resen t 
job by u n d e rcu ttin g  his p redecesso r, a n d  h e  h a d  s ta rted  o u t in  
m y job. So I to ld  h im  m y p lan s  to  keep  h im  from  h arassin g  m e.

W hen the  tim e cam e for m e to  quit, it shocked  the  office 
force. W ith the  coun try  ge tting  daily  d e e p er  in to  th e  d e p re s 
sion, it seem ed  com pletely  in sane . To m an y  peop le  the  th rea t 
of com m unism  loom ed  b igger every  m inu te . O ne of the  guys in  
the  advertising  d e p a rtm e n t a sked  m e w h a t I in te n d e d  to  do, 
" retiring  to the  c o u n try ."  Facetiously, I said , " I 'm  go ing  to  p o u r 
concrete slabs for R ussian  siege guns."

I rem em bered  read in g  som ew here  th a t in  W orld  W ar I, the  
G erm ans h ad  p rep a re d  for an  a ttack  o n  A n tw erp  by  hav ing  
infiltrators p o u r concrete fo u n d atio n s  for tem p o rary  s truc tu res  
a ro u n d  the  city. W hen  w ar cam e an d  the  K aiser's arm ies 
invaded  Belgium , all th a t h a d  to  be do n e  w as b u rn  the  
structu res an d  place siege g u n s  on  the  slabs. I d id n 't  explain  
th a t to Bill, th e  guy  in  advertising . It seem ed  to  m e a g rea t joke 
to m ake believe th a t I w as going  to p o u r  slabs for R ed siege
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g u n s  a ttack ing  N ew  York City. It d id n 't  occur to  m e tha t 
an yone  w o u ld  possib ly  take m e seriously.

T hat su m m er I go t on ly  the  shell of a cottage built. In  the  fall, 
I re tu rn e d  to  th e  city a n d  got a job w ith  th e  C row ell C om pany 
on  a n  encyclopedia  th ey  w ere  com piling. The depression  
d id n 't  seem  so bad . O h  yes, th ere  w ere  lots of peop le  ou t of 
w ork , b u t I go t m y  job easily  en o u g h . A lthough  the  prev ious 
w in te r I 'd  b een  p a id  $50 a w eek , th is  fall I w as s ta rted  a t $30.

M y boss of the  p rev ious w in te r a n d  I w ere  still on  friendly 
term s, largely  because I h a d  p ro v en  no  th rea t to  h is job. 
O ccasionally , I d ro p p e d  in  to  see h im . O n  one of o u r visits he 
confided  to m e th a t I h a d  g iven  Bill, in  advertis ing , a bad  tim e 
w h e n  I q u it last sp ring .

"Bill cam e to  m e ,"  h e  said , "very  w orried . H e d id n 't  know  
w h a t to  do. S hould  he  tell th e  FBI w h a t you  h a d  said about 
b u ild ing  g u n  em placem en ts for the  R ussian  siege guns?"  He 
h a d  a ssu red  Bill th a t I w as only  spoofing. W e h a d  a good  laugh 
over that.

A gain  on  A pril 1, 1931, I qu it m y  encyclopedia job and  
re tu rn e d  to  P u tn am  C oun ty . By th is  tim e, o u r friends the 
N elsons h a d  a w ell d rilled  on  their land . O n  tw o w eekends, 
they , a friend  C harlton  L aird, an d  I h a d  bu ilt a one-room  cabin 
for th em  to  live in  u n til th ey  could  get the ir big house  started .

This sp rin g  I h o p e d  to  fin ish  off the  cottage I h a d  p u t u p  the 
p rev ious sum m er. The p a s t w in te r w e h a d  a w ell d rilled  on  our 
p ro p e rty  a n d  by  th e  e n d  of the  academ ic year w e could  m ove 
in to  o u r h om e on  o u r land . T hat m ea n t th a t th e  cottage on  the 
d rive w o u ld  be vacant.

O u r friend  L aird, w h o  h a d  h e lp ed  in  the  bu ild ing  of the 
N elson  cabin, h a d  been  w ork ing  o n  his docto rate  a t Colum bia 
U niversity . H e an d  h is w ife, Floy, b o th  friends from  Iow a days, 
took over th e  vacan t cottage. H e only  n e e d ed  to  go d o w n  to the 
city occasionally  to  d iscuss h is w ork  w ith  h is advisers or get 
m ore research  m aterial.

The p a s t sum m er, R u th  h a d  com m uted  to  h e r job at the  Book 
Review Digest. This year, she w o rk ed  o u t an  a rran g em en t w ith  
h e r boss, M r. W ilson, to  do  h e r  w riting  u p  in  the  coun try  and
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only rep o rt to  the  office once every  couple  of w eeks. She h a d  
im pressed  M r. W ilson w ith  w h a t w e w ere  doing . H e  felt th a t 
yo u n g  peop le  shou ld  be self-sufficient, raise their o w n  vegeta
bles, raise chickens. If every  coup le  d id  th a t, th ere  w o u ld  be no  
need  for soup  lines a n d  peop le  selling  app les on  s tree t corners. 
W e w ere  show ing  the  rig h t A m erican  stuff.

T hat sp ring  w e p lan ted  gardens. W e raised  chickens. W e h ad  
a m ilk goat. The dep ressio n  seem ed  like som eth in g  far aw ay. 
O f the  th ree  couples, C harles N elson  w as the  on ly  one  to 
com m ute daily. H e h a d  a good  job w ith  an  a rt auction  firm. 
C harlton  an d  R uth  w e n t in  w h e n  necessary ; he  for research  or 
counseling, she to tu rn  in  copy to  th e  Book Review Digest a n d  get 
m ore m aterial to  w ork  on.

W e h ad  a regu lar rou tine . C harlton  s tu d ied  in  the  m orn ings. 
R uth  d id  h e r d igest w ork  for th e  W ilson C om pany , rev iew ing  
for the  New York Herald-Tribune Books a n d  w riting  poetry . I p u t  
in  every  m orn ing  be tw een  8:00 an d  11:30 a t the  typew riter. Floy 
Laird an d  Kay N elson  h a d  th e ir ow n  w ork  to  do.

In  the  a fternoons, C harlton  an d  I laid  u p  the  s tone  w alls for 
a bu ild ing  on  an  ab an d o n ed  cem en t slab n ea r the  N e lso n 's  w ell 
an d  cabin. This struc tu re  w as to  give C harles an d  Kay m ore 
living space now , an d  w o u ld  becom e a garage w h e n  th ey  got 
their big h ouse  built. C harles pa id  u s  for this. It p ro v id ed  eating  
m oney.

W hile w e m ixed concrete a n d  laid  u p  stones, C harlton  a n d  I 
rem inisced  an d  d iscussed  n ew s h a p p en in g s . A g an g ste r in  
H arlem  h ad  o p en ed  u p  w ith  a m ach ine  g u n  o n  a crow ded  
street, peop le  w ere  killed, even  a y oungste r. W e ta lked  abou t 
living in  an  age of gangste rs  a n d  speakeasies: w e w ere  living in  
a " m achine g u n  cu ltu re ."  The idea  for a satirical article g rew  
o u t of ou r b a n te r  — "M achine G u n  C u ltu re ."  C harlton , Floy, 
R uth, an d  I each w ro te  a version  of th e  idea.

The four versions becam e one a n d  it w as su b m itted  to  Vanity 
Fair over the  byline of C orey Laird. But the  m agazine  h a d  a 
regular satirist n am ed  C orey Ford. C orey  Laird w as asked  to 
stop at the  office, a n d  C harlton  d id  th e  nex t tim e he  w as in  th e  
city. H e talked  w ith  Clair Booth Brokaw , la te r Clair Booth Luce,
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w h o  exp la ined  th e  situa tion . C harlton  to ld  h e r how  the  nam e 
h a d  been  arrived  at a n d  offered to change it. The article w as 
accep ted , ap p e are d  over C h a rlto n 's  nam e, an d  w e got $100. M y 
share  of $25 w as th e  first m oney  I ever go t from  free-lancing. 
The circum stances a n d  the  a m o u n t w ere  h a rd ly  such  to  encour
age m e.

By th is  tim e, w e w ere  in  an  election year. I pa id  little 
a tten tio n  to  th e  R oosevelt-H oover cam paign; I h a d  no  in ten tion  
of voting . N e ith e r R uth  n o r I reg istered . H ow ever, I w as glad 
FDR w on . A fter all, m y  political heritage  w as D em ocrat, even 
th o u g h  m y first vo te  h a d  b een  cast for a th ird -p arty  candidate.

T hat fall, I s tuck  to  m y  ty p ew riter from  8:00 un til after 1:00. 
I tried  to  find  solid  g ro u n d  for m y  w riting . R oosevelt's in au 
g u ra tion  fo llow ed by  the  Bank H oliday  stirred  m e up . We 
d id n 't  have  m uch  m oney  in  the  bank , b u t b read lines, street- 
co rner app le  sellers, n ew s of farm  foreclosures an d  d ro u g h t in 
the  M iddle W est finally began  to  soak  in.

Social consciousness becam e a w rite r 's  goal. It w as p lugged  
by  the  John  R eed C lub, a C o m m u n ist-ru n  o rganization . I d id n 't 
pay  too  m uch  a tte n tio n  to  th a t e ither. But I h a d  tu rn e d  to 
w riting  abou t life I knew : the  farm  w h ere  I g rew  u p . A t tha t 
tim e ''fa rm  fiction" h a d  b een  b ligh ted  by  the  M iddle W estern  
farm  fiction w rite rs  w h o  p reced ed  m e. The label farm  fiction 
could  stop  any  sto ry  dead  in  a m agazine  slushpile .

S o u th ern  farm  fiction w as d ifferen t. E rskine C aldw ell's To
bacco Road w as a best-seller. Its po p u larity  seem ed  to  stem  from  
the  rau n ch y  life in  tobacco coun try . I sa id  to  m yself, th ere 's  
n o th in g  th a t h a p p e n s  in  C aldw ell's  book  th a t h a s n 't  h a p p e n ed  
w h ere  I g rew  u p  in  Iow a. So I w ro te  a series of sketches tied 
to g e th e r by  the  b ray ing  of a jackass. Each inciden t h a p p e n ed  in  
an  area reached  by  the  so u n d  of Little B en 's bray , rough ly  an  
area th ree  m iles square . I called it "L an d  o ' Love.

"L ittle"  m agazines h a d  b eg u n  to  sp rou t. O ne called 1933: A  
Year Magazine w as s ta rted  by  Jack a n d  A da Stoll in  Philadel
ph ia. I subm itted  m y  sto ry , a n d  it w as accepted  b u t Jack 
changed  th e  title to  "M id-A m erican  S ketches."  M y original title 
h a d  tu rn e d  Jack off, a n d  he  d u m p e d  th e  m anuscrip t in  A da 's
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lap. Later she to ld  m e th a t a fter sh e 'd  read  it, she  to ld  Jack, 
"Y ou 'd  b e tte r read  th is."

T hat w as m y  real b eg in n in g  in  p rin t. A fter a few  m ore 
acceptances, a good  friend , Buel Beem s, a law yer in  the  city, a 
form er Iow an, an d  a part-tim e  w rite r  him self, u rg ed  m e to  
m ake a trip  to the  M iddle W est. I w e n t in  S ep tem ber 1935, an  
in -betw een  d ro u g h t year. But the  d u s t bow l effects of the  
p rev ious y ear w ere  ev iden t. O n  the  hom eplace , still ru n  by  Rob 
a n d  fam ily, the  absence of fam iliar trees w ere  d ro u g h t scars. 
M y b ro th e r to ld  m e th a t the  p rev ious y ear h e  h a d  p u t  u p  
R ussian  th istles for w in te r forage. "B etter th a n  a sn o w b an k  for 
the  stock ,"  h e  said.

I lea rned  abou t "S ears R oebuck" farm  sales: a t a foreclosure 
sale, ne ighbors offered $1 a n d  th re a te n e d  violence to  anyone  
w h o  offered m ore. I h itchh iked  o u t to  S ou th  D akota  to  visit m y 
sister E lizabeth an d  w e n t th ro u g h  Le M ars, Iow a, w h ere  a m ob 
of farm ers h a d  th re a te n e d  to  "s tr in g  u p "  a ju d g e  o rd erin g  a 
sale. Rob h a d  to ld  m e th a t k ids I 'd  g ro w n  u p  w ith  h a d  b een  in  
th a t m ob. The N ational G u ard  w as called o u t a n d  a rres ted  
m any  of them , so m any  th ey  h a d  to  be k ep t in  a barbw ire  
enclosure. Rob said , if anyone  asked  w h ere  Cliff or Joe w ere , 
they  w ere to ld , "H e  go t kicked by  a m u le"  or " H e 's  go t the  flu."

I found  m y sister on  relief in  P ierre. She h a d  gone to  S ou th  
D akota in  1910, h o m estead ed , tau g h t co u n try  school, a n d  h ad  
acquired a half-section of land . She w as th e  ep itom e of fem i
n ism , n o t th e  s tr id en t k ind , ju s t d e te rm in ed  to  m ake it o n  h e r  
ow n. She signed  h e r le tte rs  hom e "B achelor B ess." H er ranch  
or claim  w as ren te d  to  a ne ig h b o r b u t w a s n 't  p ro d u cin g  
any th ing . D ust from  the  p rev ious year h a d  d rifted  to  the  tops  
of fence posts  in  p laces. M y sister h a d n 't  m en tio n ed  h e r 
situation . W e w ere  a stiff-upper-lip  fam ily, a n d  relief w as 
charity , an d  accepting  charity  w as to  be avo ided . I looked  for 
an  idea th a t m igh t he lp  Bess.

O ur A u n t H attie  in  A tlantic , one  of th ree  o ld  m aid  au n ts , 
baked  a g inger cookie to  sell. She bak ed  sugar cookies an d  
b read  b u t the  g inger cookies w ere  w h a t she  w as fam ous for. 
H er sisters w ere  seam stresses, a n d  a bachelo r b ro th e r  ran  a
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truck  farm  a t th e  edge of tow n . I especially  rem em bered  those 
cookies. F rom  tim e to  tim e sh e 'd  sen d  som e o u t to  the  farm . I 
ta lked  h e r in to  g iv ing  m e h e r recipe. M y idea  w as to  take it to 
Bess a n d  m aybe she  cou ld  bake a n d  sell th e  cookies an d  get 
herse lf off th e  relief rolls.

M y a u n t to ld  m e th e re  really  w a sn 't  an y  secret abou t the 
recipe. O rig inally  she  h a d  b een  able to  get ten  gallons of very 
black N ew  O rleans b lackstrap  m olasses, w h ich  she k ep t in  the 
cellar a n d  u se d  in  h e r  bak ing . O u t in  S ou th  D akota, the  only 
b lackstrap  m olasses w as th e  o rd inary  k ind  anybody  could buy. 
M y sister bak ed  a ba tch  b u t th ey  w ere  ju s t o rd inary  ginger 
cookies w ith  frosting , th e  k in d  any  housew ife  could  m ake. That 
e n d e d  th a t free en te rp rise  ven tu re . Bess s tayed  on  w elfare until 
th e  com ing of W W  II p icked  u p  th e  econom y.

W hile I w as in  S ou th  D akota, Bess sh o w ed  m e a new sp ap er 
c lipp ing  she  h a d  k ep t for years. It w as abou t m y father as 
trea su re r of Shelby C oun ty , Iow a. W hen  th e  state  aud ito r 
exam ined  the  books of the  99 coun ty  treasu rers, he  repo rted  
th a t the  books k e p t "b y  T reasu rer E. O . C orey of Shelby 
C o un ty  w ere  th e  on ly  ones th a t balanced."

She w as very  p ro u d  of the  clipping. But I can 't rem em ber 
exp ressing  su rp rise  o r p leasu re . I h a d n 't  k n o w n  th a t h e 'd  been  
a coun ty  treasu re r. In  m y g row ing  u p  years, no  one  h ad  ever 
m en tio n ed  it to  m e. H ere  I w as 32 years  o ld an d  h a d n 't  k now n  
th a t m y  fa th e r h a d  b een  trea su re r of the  coun ty  w h ere  I w as 
bo rn . D esp ite  m y  fa th e r 's  d e a th  before  I w as tw o  years old, one 
w o u ld  have  th o u g h t th a t som ew here  d u rin g  m y g row ing  u p , 
m y  m o th er, or siblings, or a ne ig h b o r w o u ld  have  m en tioned  
m y  fa ther in  politics. The fact d id n 't  sink  in  then . It w as a t least 
th ree  decades la te r before the  fact su rfaced  again.

O f course , a lot h a p p e n e d  on  th a t trip  to  obscure it. In  spite 
of o u r so rt of iso lation  in  P u tn am  C oun ty , N ew  York, w e kept 
u p  o n  h a p p en in g s . The rise of H uey  Long an d  his slogan 
"E very  M an  a K ing" d id n 't  m ean  m uch  in  the  East. But in 
Iow a, the  farm ers w ere  in te res ted  in  h im . In  S ou th  D akota, I 
go t th e  feeling th a t a lot of peop le  th o u g h t of h im  as a leader 
w h o  could  lick the  dep ression . I h a d  alw ays considered  him  a
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fascist type. T hen , w hile  I w as in  P ierre, h e  w as assassina ted . 
The peop le  I talked  to  w ere  shaken  a n d  h u r t  — it w as a great 
loss to a lot of them .

But there  w ere  o th er po ten tia l leaders  in  the  early  th irties. 
H ow ard  Scott's technocracy  w as g iven  som e recognition  w h e n  
FDR inv ited  h im  d o w n  to W ash ing ton  to  d iscuss h is ideas. The 
conservatives cam e u p  w ith  " the  m an  o n  the  w h ite  h o rse ,"  
re tired  M arine G eneral Sm edley D. Butler. But he  p ro v ed  too 
radical for them .

A friend  in  California se n t m e a copy of a book let by  U p to n  
Sinclair en titled  I, Governor of California, and How I Ended 
Poverty. H e ran  for governor, a n d  it took  every  viable R epub
lican an d  righ t-w ing  D em ocrat to  defea t him . Later he  w ro te  
an o th er booklet called I, Candidate for Governor: and How I Got 
Licked. T hen  a long  cam e D octor T o w n sen d 's  p lan  for the  sen io r 
citizen. . . .

A bout th is tim e one  of m y  stories abou t th e  red w o o d  lum ber 
mill w as accepted by  a " little '' m agazine  p u b lish ed  in  C alifor
nia. The sto ry  actually  go t read  in  Scotia a n d  som eone there  
sen t m e a subscrip tion  to  The American Guardian, a w eekly  
n ew sp ap er ed ited  a n d  p u b lish ed  by O scar A m eringer. It w as a 
great little sheet p u sh in g  left-w ing ideas a n d  cu tting  d o w n  the  
reactionaries a n d  rig h t w ingers. But above ev ery th in g  the  
p ap er h a d  a g rea t sense  of h u m o r. I cou ld  n ev er sw allow  the  
dead ly  seriousness of M arxist ph ilo sophy .

Also on  the  M iddle W estern  trip , I s to p p ed  to  v isit friends in  
Des M oines. I w as to ld  abou t Pete Jantz. H e w as a p rom ising  
law yer w h o  h a d  becom e a R obert Taft R epublican. I d ro p p e d  in  
on  an  organizational m eeting  he  w as ho ld in g  in  one  of the  
hotels. I asked  h im  h o w  h is m o th e r felt ab o u t h im  becom ing  a 
Republican. H e ad m itted  th a t she  w a s n 't  too  h a p p y  abou t it.

I got good solid feelings ab o u t peop le  on  the  trip . W hen  I 
re tu rn ed  to P u tnam  C oun ty , I took u p  m y  ro u tin e  of w riting  in 
the  m orn ing  an d  w ork ing  o u td o o rs  in  th e  a fternoon . A bou t 
th is tim e, I so ld  a sto ry  to  Scribner's M agazine — m y first sale to 
a quality  publication. The title w as " T h ere 's  A lw ays an  Acci
d e n t."  O n  the  road  from  o u r p lace to  C old  S pring  w as an

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol49/iss1



[64]

in tersec tion . Local folks w h o  c o u ld n 't afford the  u sua l en te r
ta in m en t cam e o u t S un d ay  a fte rnoons an d  sat on  h igh  g round  
overlooking  th is  in tersection . Sooner o r later there  w as an  
accident, a fen d er-b en d er o r w orse. It took a traffic ligh t several 
years  la te r to  spoil the  fun.

M y sto ry  ind ica ted  a certain  g ro w th  in  social consciousness. 
But basically  I h a d  d eve loped  n o  consisten t focus. From  read 
ing  a n d  talk ing  to  peop le , certain  ideas w ere  tak ing  shape. I 
have  alw ays considered  th e  h u m an  b ra in  the  original com 
p u te r , a n d  u n b e k n o w n st to  m e a lot of no tions w ere  getting  
together.

In  the  election of 1936, I h a d  a g u t feeling th a t FDR w ould  
w in . P red ic tions th a t L an d o n  w o u ld  w in , especially the  Literary 
Digest poll w h ich  gave L an d o n  a landslide  victory, d id n 't  alter 
m y  feelings. I h a d  reg a in ed  e n o u g h  political aw areness to 
consider vo ting  again.

So R u th  a n d  I reg istered . A t the  tim e, I felt th a t ju ry  du ty  
w o u ld  be a good  experience. I asked  a local politician how  one 
got called for ju ry  du ty . H e to ld  m e ''reg is te r  as a R epublican .'' 
H e w as a R epublican. So w e d id . It w a sn 't  u n til 1946 th a t I w as 
finally called for ju ry  d u ty  — the  g ran d  ju ry . Later, th a t politi
cian w h o se  advice w e took  w as m ade  a judge. O nce I asked 
h im  w h y  w o m en  w e re n 't  called for ju ry  (R uth w as p resen t at 
the  tim e), a n d  he  rep lied , ''O h , w o m en  could  p robably  func
tion  all r ig h t on  a jury ."

T hat fall I v o ted  for Earl B row der, n o t th a t I expected or 
h o p e d  he  w o u ld  w in . M y rationale  a t th e  tim e: the  s tronger the 
left-w ing vote  the  m ore liberal w ou ld  be th e  party  th a t w on. At 
th a t tim e, no  one h a d  asked  m e to  jo in  the  C om m unist Party. 
O f course , living w h ere  w e  d id  w o u ld  lim it any  p a rty  w ork  I 
could  do. A nyhow , I felt th a t I c o u ld n 't take p a rty  discipline. 
First off, I d id n 't  w a n t an y th in g  to  in terfere  w ith  m y ow n 
self-discipline.

Basically, I o ppose  o u r so-called tw o-party  system . W e have 
a one-party  system , ju s t like an y  to ta litarian  coun try , only  ours 
is the  capitalist p a rty  w h ich  is split in to  D em ocrats an d  R epub
licans. T hat y ear the  L eague of A m erican  W riters w as form ed.
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A lm ost im m ediately  it sp lit in to  tw o  factions, p ro-S talin  an d  
pro-Trotsky. To be one  or th e  o th e r w as to  m e the  sam e as 
being  a pro-D em ocrat o r a pro-R epublican  capitalist. A n  E n
glish envoy  to  Russia in  the  early  1920s said  th a t "T ro tsky  w as 
w illing to  die for the  revo lu tion  if h e  h a d  a large e n o u g h  
audience."

In  the  1930s, an yone  w h o  h a d  a k ind  w o rd  for th e  Soviet 
U nion, if he /she  w a sn 't  a C om m un ist, w as called a fellow  
traveler. A  com m unist could  u se  th e  te rm  as a com plim ent; a 
capitalist u se d  it as a sm ear. I go t called fellow  traveler by  b o th  
sides, a n d  I alw ays replied: " I 'm  on  th e  tra in  a h e a d ."  T hat w as 
adm itted ly  a flip an sw er, b u t it a lw ays s to p p e d  th e  nam e-caller 
cold.

T hen  cam e the  H itler-S talin  Pact in  1939. Left w ingers  an d  
liberals w ere m ightily  d istu rb ed . T rendy  C om m un ists  d ro p p ed  
the  party , like capitalists ju m p in g  o u t of w in d o w s in  1929. The 
pact d id n 't  b o th e r m e. Time m agazine  as early  as January  or 
February  of th a t year h a d  w ritten  th a t E ng land  a n d  France h a d  
h o p ed  th a t the  M unich  Pact, s igned  by  C ham berlain , w o u ld  get 
G erm any a n d  Russia in to  a w ar, a n d  th ey  could  s ta n d  aloof 
w hile the  tw o  d estro y ed  each  o ther. P e rh ap s th ey  cou ld  m ake 
a b it of profit o u t of selling to  b o th  adversaries.

I w as aw are th a t H itler a n d  Stalin h a d  m ad e  a co ld-b looded  
deal. But so h a d  C ham berlain  a n d  H itler in  th e ir  "peace  in  o u r 
tim e."  W hile A m erican  left w ingers  sq u irm ed  a n d  C om m un ist 
Party  m em bers h a d  second  th o u g h ts , I, a non -C om m un ist, 
explained the  s itua tion  to  m yself a n d  an y o n e  else a n d  felt 
com fortable if n o t h a p p y  w ith  it. U n h a p p y  because , a lth o u g h  
the W est h a d  clim bed in  b ed  w ith  H itler a t M unich  a n d  th a t 
w as all righ t, it w a sn 't  considered  all rig h t if th e  East d id  the  
sam e th ing  for basically th e  sam e reason .

W hy I p icked  u p  th a t s ta tem en t from  Time a n d  let it m ain ta in  
m y equilibrium  w hile  o th ers  w ere  b e ing  u p se t, I am  at a loss to 
explain. P erhaps it w as the  resu lt of be ing  alone  a lot in  the  
country . I h a d  p len ty  of tim e to  th ink . A n d  th in k in g  can  be a 
d angerous th ing .

The H itler-Stalin  Pact d id  B row der in. N everthe less, I w as so
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su re  FDR w o u ld  be ree lec ted  in  1940 th a t I v o ted  for N orm an  
Thom as. T hat fall I 'd  b een  back  to  the  M iddle W est again, and  
qu ite  by  accident, I ro d e  th e  sam e tra in  as T hom as betw een  
C edar R apids a n d  C edar Falls. I d id n 't  m eet h im  an d  he 
co n tin u ed  on , b u t I h a d  a law yer to  in terv iew  in  C edar Falls, a 
law yer w h o  h a d  d e fe n d e d  farm ers accused  of try ing  to  lynch 
th e  ju d g e  in  Le M ars years  earlier. M y excuse for voting 
Socialist in  1940 w as th e  sam e as m y  vo ting  C om m unist in  1936.

A n d  I c a n 't explain  w hy , after th e  N azis a ttacked  the  Soviets, 
in  1941, a n d  o u r G eneral M arshall p red ic ted  th a t the  Russians 
w o u ld  collapse in  six w eeks, th a t I c o u ld n 't accept such  a 
negative  conclusion  either. P e rh ap s it w as a n o th e r g u t feeling 
th a t th e  R ussians cou ld  n o t collapse before  the  N azi onslaught, 
o r m aybe it w as th a t I h a d  recen tly  re read  T olstoy 's War and 
Peace a n d  felt th a t if th e  R ussians could  defeat N apoleon , they 
could  defeat H itler. But m ore to  th e  p o in t w as m y feeling that 
if the  Soviets co llapsed  as M arshall p red ic ted , the  W estern  
w orld , all of u s , w ere  d o o m ed  to  en d  u p  goose-stepp ing . A nd 
for 1,000 years  as H itler h a d  p red ic ted .

P e rh ap s  G eneral M arshall m ade  his p red ic tion  to  arouse  the 
A m erican  p eop le  to  the  necessity  of su p p o rtin g  the  Soviets. I 
very  m uch  d o u b t tha t. M y feeling th e n  a n d  n o w  is th a t he 
expressed  A m erican  capitalist leadersh ip . H elp  for Russia only 
cam e la ter w h e n  the  N azis w ere  s to p p e d  at th e  " second" Battle 
of Sm olensk. T hen  th e  W est h a d  a n e w  fear. W hat if the 
R ussians de fea ted  H itler a n d  w e h a d  n o  p a rt in  it? It w o u ld  be 
b e tte r  for u s  to  se n d  he lp , if on ly  to ken  help .

It w a sn 't  u n til 1944 th a t I finally  v o ted  for FDR. I w as afraid 
he  m igh t n o t be reelected . It w o u ld  be a d isaster, I felt, to  tu rn  
the  fin ish  of W orld  W ar II over to  D ew ey. A nd , if th a t 
h a p p e n e d , I d id n 't  w a n t to  feel th a t I h a d n 't  do n e  the  little tha t 
an y o n e  can do , give u p  m y  vo te  for the  regim e.

By th a t tim e, I su p p o se  I w as a tho rough -go ing  liberal. I had  
reg is te red  as an  in d e p e n d e n t. I have  n ev er even  reg istered  as a 
C om m unist; I have  k n o w n  o th ers  w h o  have, w h o  w eren 't 
really  M arxists. To m e, th ere  is as m uch  lacking in  M arxist- 
L en in ist com m un ism  as th ere  is lacking in  capitalism . A
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differen t lacking, p e rh a p s , b u t equally  deb ilita ting  to  h u m a n  
beings. H ow ever, n ev er h av ing  b een  a card-carry ing  C om m u
n ist can place a liberal in  a p red icam en t. For in stance, w h e n  a 
liberal's ideas of life ge t th a t p e rso n  accused  of be ing  a 
C om m unist, h o w  can he /she  p rove  o therw ise?

D uring  the  1930s m an y  jo in ed  the  CP because  th ey  w ere  
em otionally  sw ayed . W hen  th e  M cC arthy  w itch  h u n ts  m ad e  it 
d angerous to be a p a rty  m em ber th ey  cou ld  tea r u p  th e ir cards, 
beat their chests in  a  fake sh o w  of h um ilia tion , p lead  gullibility, 
foolishness, y o u th , an d  say th ey  h a d  lea rn ed  th e ir lesson . Such 
a p en iten t p rod igal w as w elcom ed  back to  the  estab lishm en t. 
But w oe to th e  liberal w h o  n ev er jo ined  the  p arty . Should  
h is/her ideas becom e suspect, h o w  cou ld  th ey  p rove  their 
innocence?

It is n o t en o u g h  to say, "I w as n ev er a C om m unist!"  T here is 
no  w ay  to  p rove it. T here is n o  defense  aga inst such  an  
accusation. The suspicion  can dog  th a t p e rso n  for years. Such 
a p e rso n  w as/is n o t black-listed. Such a p e rso n  is gray-listed . 
D uring  the  M cC arthy era , m y ag en t adv ised  m e to  ch an n el m y 
w riting  in to  the  field of "h o w -to "  a n d  "do -it-you rse lf"  because 
the  w itch  h u n te rs  w e re n 't  looking  a t th a t field.

A fter alm ost tw en ty  years of figh ting  N ew  York w in ters , w e 
cam e to California in  1947. L ater th ere  w ere  an ti-C om m unist 
riots in  Peekskill, fo u rteen  m iles from  w h ere  w e h a d  lived. A t 
the  tim e, I w o n d e red  if w e w o u ld  have  b een  affected  h a d  w e 
still been  living there .

From  o u t in  su n n y  California, I fo llow ed the  course  of the  
A lger H iss trial a n d  th e  rid icu lous h istrion ics of the  C ham bers 
P um pkin  Patch  inciden t. I fo llow ed w ith  considerab le  d ism ay  
the  even ts bu ild ing  to w ard  th a t h u m a n  sacrifice to  the  gods of 
capitalism  in  th e  execution  of E thel a n d  Julius R osenberg . It all 
b ro u g h t back the  m em ory  of s itting  o n  the  s toop  of a b ro w n 
stone in  G reenw ich  Village tw enty-five years  earlier w aiting  for 
the  h u m an  sacrifice of Sacco a n d  V anzetti.

In spite of the  obvious heav y  fist of rep ression , m y  ideas d id  
n o t change. I believed  the  figh ting  in  K orea w as a w ar a n d  n o t 
a police action. C o n ta in m en t is/w as n o t the  an sw er to  com m u
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nism . I o p p o sed  th e  figh ting  in  V iet N am . To the  a rg u m en t tha t 
" th e y "  h a d  to  be s to p p ed  in  N am  or w e 'd  have  to  stop  " th e m "  
on  M arket S treet, I rep lied  th a t by  the  tim e they  get to  M arket 
S treet th ey  will all be R epublicans. I have  a w eakness for being 
flip.

I felt th a t opposition  to  C astro  in  C uba w as a m istake, and  
the  Bay of Pigs ad v e n tu re  w as a m istake. K ennedy , I felt, 
h a n d le d  the  M issile Crisis correctly. T hat w as the  scenario the 
m ed ia  fed the  public. W hat really  h a p p e n e d  w as th a t K ennedy 
to ld  K hrushchev  th a t the  U n ited  S tates h a d  no  in ten tion  of 
in v ad in g  C uba a n d  K h rushchev  took the  m issiles ou t. It w as as 
sim ple as that.

N o m atte r  h o w  tru e  or false such  a conclusion  m igh t be, it is 
d a n g e ro u s  to  voice it in  o u r " free"  U n ited  States. Long ago I 
lea rn ed  th a t a lm ost an y th in g  can  be said  abou t o u r capitalist 
system  as long  as it isn 't  true . M arxists can  p ra te  abou t the 
p ro le taria t w ith  im pun ity . The U.S. d o e sn 't  have  a proletariat. 
A sk ev en  the  m o st d es titu te  of o u r c itizenry  if th ey  consider 
them selves m em bers of a p ro le taria t a n d  th ey  will tell you  
defian tly  th a t th ey  are m iddle-class folk d o w n  on  their uppers.

A s som e w ise p e rso n  has said , the  troub le  w ith  dem ocracy in 
th is co u n try  is th a t the  po o r th in k  th ey  have it a n d  the  rich are 
afraid  th ey  m igh t ge t it. O n ly  w h e n  certain  leaders feel th a t the 
p eop le  m u st be scared  in to  a p ro p er  respec t for the  free 
en te rp rise  system  is th e  bogy  of M arxism /com m unism  raised. 
I t 's  n o t th a t these  leaders are  afraid  th a t the  A m erican public 
m igh t be in d u ced  to  em brace com m unism , b u t th ey  are fearful 
th a t th e  A m erican  p eop le  m igh t feel th a t som e of the  " rig h ts"  
g ran ted  u n d e r  com m un ism  such  as the  rig h t to  a job, hom e, 
education , m edical care, a n d  so fo rth , w o u ld  be a good  th ing  to 
have them selves.

I n ev er really  w o n d e re d  ab o u t m y philosophical-political 
v iew s u n til 1973 o r 1974. A t th a t tim e, m y y o u n g est nephew , 
G ilbert C orey, w as laid  off from  his too l-design ing  job and  
dec ided  to  am use  h im self shak ing  the  fam ily tree. H e uncov
ered  the  fact th a t m y fa ther h a d  b een  a superv iso r in  Shelby 
C oun ty , Iow a. In  1935 I 'd  lea rn ed  th a t m y father h a d  been  a
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coun ty  treasu rer, b u t  it h a d n 't  soaked  in to  m y  consciousness. 
T hen , w h e n  I tu rn e d  seven ty , I lea rn ed  th a t he  w as also a 
su p e rv iso r — m y father h a d  b een  a politician.

W hy, in  all th e  in te rv en in g  years, h a d n 't  I b een  to ld  of it? 
W hy h a d n 't  m y m o th er said  som eth ing , or an  a u n t o r uncle  
talked  to  m e abou t it? A s a k id , w h y  h a d n 't  o th e r k ids 
m en tioned  som eth ing  th ey  h a d  p icked  u p  from  th e ir p a re n ts ' 
talk  th a t re la ted  to m y  fa th e r 's  political life?

I rem em ber being  to ld  abou t a trip  m y  folks h a d  m ad e  d o w n  
to A rkansas the  S ep tem ber after I w as a y ear old. T hey h a d  
taken  m e along. Later I lea rn ed  th a t a fam ily m ove to th a t  state  
h ad  b een  considered . But n o  one  to ld  m e w hy .

W hen  I w as old e n o u g h  to  rem em ber such  details, m y 
b ro the r C hall (C hallenge), five an d  a half years  o lder th a n  m e, 
h in ted  at a fam ily skeleton. It seem s th a t m y  fa th e r 's  y o u n g er 
b ro the r h a d  go tten  in to  som e sort of m oney  troub le , h a d  forged 
a check o r som eth ing . I specifically rem em ber C hall's  consp ir
atorial a ttitude . I w as a d m o n ish ed  ''n o t  to  m en tio n  it to  a soul."

I rem em ber it as a feeling of fam ily sham e. A n  uncle  of m ine 
w as a "w ro n g -d o e r."  W hat w as " r ig h t"  a n d  w h a t w as "w ro n g "  
w ere heavy  subjects in  m y fam ily. It m igh t have  b een  th a t as a 
kid m y uncle, w h o m  I h a d  n ev er m et, a n d  h is w ro n g -d o in g  w as 
m ore th an  m y sm all b ra in  could  h an d le , so I h id  it aw ay  in  m y 
m ind .

A n aw areness of the  m ean ing  of " b a d "  seem s to  have  com e 
to m e early. I recall a w in te r a fte rn o o n  before  I w as th ree  years 
old. A ne ighbor h a d  called b ring ing  h e r no t-qu ite-a-year-o ld  
baby. In  those  days babies w ere  p u t  in  d resses  no  m atte r  the  
sex. C lifford w ore a red  flannel d ress. W e w ere  p lay ing  in  ou r 
sitting  room  w ith  blocks, a n d  he  h a d  knocked  over som eth ing  
I h ad  built. I struck  h im  a n d  h e  cried.

I can still see m yself bu ry in g  m y face in  th e  th in  p a d  th a t 
covered a box b eh in d  the  w ood  stove. T hat box w as p a p e red  
w ith  g reen  w allpaper w ith  a p in k  flow er design . It w as u se d  to 
store b lankets a n d  such  in  o u r  c ram p ed  farm  hom e. I d o n 't  
rem em ber being  sco lded  for m y  behav io r, b u t I w as a ttem p tin g  
to h ide  from  a sham efu l deed .
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In  m y  g row ing  u p  later, m y  u n c le 's  " sh am efu l"  deed  w as 
n ev er spelled  o u t to  m e. I cam e to  realize th a t the  su d d en  
silence of m y  e lders w h e n  I ap p e are d  could  have h a d  som e
th in g  to  do  w ith  it. But I w as afraid  to  say any th ing , afraid to 
really  k n o w  m ore. I d id  g a th e r from  w o rd s  d ro p p ed  no w  and  
th e n  th a t th e  w ho le  fam ily h a d  b a n d e d  together to bail this 
uncle  o u t of h is  troub le . I d o n 't  k n o w  if th ey  w ere  ever repaid. 
A s a k id , th a t d id n 't  overly  b o th e r  m e.

T hen , fifty o r m ore years  later, it su d d e n ly  d a w n ed  on  me 
th a t to  an y o n e  in  politics in  th e  1890s a b ro th e r in  troub le  w ith  
the  law  m ea n t d isaste r to  a political career. It m u st have  been  a 
c ru sh in g  b low  to m y  fa ther w h o  h a d  b een  elected  to  tw o public 
offices.

So h e  h a d  conside red  m ov ing  h is fam ily to  an o th e r state, 
h o p in g  th is o n u s  w o u ld  n o t follow  him . I no w  realize how  
serious such  a consideration  w as. But the  Iow a w in te r in te r
vened . M y fa ther con tracted  p n eu m o n ia . T hat w as long  before 
th e  days of sulfa d ru g s. In  those  days, p n eu m o n ia  w as a killer. 
To a m an  in  h is late  forties, w ith  h is career ru in ed , d ea th  m ight, 
in  a sense , have  b een  w elcom ed.

But left b e h in d  w as M argaret M organ  B row n C orey, a w idow  
w ith  seven  ch ild ren , one ju s t a todd ler, a n d  160 acres of land  
still n o t p a id  for. M y m o th e r find ing  herse lf in , if n o t a hostile 
en v iro n m en t, a t least one  w ith  w h isperings b eh in d  h e r back, 
m ade  u p  h e r m in d  to  stay  a n d  ru n  th e  farm . She h a d  th ree  sons 
big e n o u g h  to  do  th e  necessary  w ork . But w h a t she  chose to  do 
m ea n t in  h e r  w o rd s  "a  h a rd  row  to hoe."

W h en  I w as e ig h t o r n in e , she  h a d  h a d  a chance to  rem arry , 
b u t rejected  th e  offer. T hat too  w as a fact th a t I d id n 't  know  
u n til read in g  m y  sister Bess' le tte rs  years  later. I rem em ber 
M other in  those  days, w earing  a black skirt an d  a w hite 
sh irtw aist. She w ore  th a t ou tfit w h e n  she d rove ou r horse  and  
buggy  to  to w n  to  shop . She w ore  it w h e n  she  w en t to church. 
T hat one ou tfit seem s to  have  b een  the  only  d ress-up  clothing 
she  h a d  u n til she  m oved  to  A tlantic  w h e n  I w as fourteen.

T hat so rt of aw aren ess  of o u r p e n u ry  m igh t n o t have been  so 
h a rd  to  live w ith  h a d  I k n o w n  th a t m y father h ad  been  a

 
http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol49/iss1



[71]

politician w h e n  he  lived. W e h a d  b een  a political fam ily. I 
m igh t have felt th a t I cam e by  liberal ideas h o n estly  from  a 
politician w h o  as a coun ty  tre a su re r h a d  m ad e  th e  coun ty  
books balance.

I w ish  no w  th a t I h a d n 't  b een  so in tim ida ted  by  m y elders, 
th a t I h a d  asked  abou t th e  fam ily skeleton . I w ish  I h a d  in sis ted  
on  know ing  w h a t h a d  h a p p e n e d  in  th e  fam ily those  few  years 
before I w as born . O f course , if I h ad , m aybe I w o u ld  have  
becom e a conservative, a reactionary , even  a R epublican. A fter 
all, tw o of m y o lder b ro th e rs  becam e R epublicans.
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	Lurching toward Liberalism: Political and Literary Reminiscences
	PAUL COREY
	Have you ever considered how you came by your social, ethical, and political views? Or don't you wonder, or are you afraid to wonder? Is it possible there's a "liberal" or "conservative" gene in the gene pool? I'm sure Dr. B. F. Skinner wouldn't buy that. Liberal, conservative, Republican, Democrat, Socialist, Communist, or anarchist views would just have to be the product of the environment.
	half a century before TV. On an Iowa farm, a daily paper was always a day late, and we couldn't always afford a daily paper. When we could, it was the Council Bluffs Nonpareil, rather than the Des Moines Register. I think the former had Democratic leanings and the latter Republican. There were local weekly papers: — Marne Free Press (Marne pronounced "Marney"), the Walnut Bureau, and the Harlan Tribune. But they carried little significant political news.
	some lived at the outer corner of the square and their kids could go to the adjacent district without traveling much farther than they would to go to their legal school. That meant that our school was closed.
	hours of labor, even kid labor, wasn't too much incentive. I never finished the job.
	replacing broken springs, lubricating bearings, and making adjustments. It called for no more skill than the ordinary tinkerer with small machines would possess.
	During those years it was inevitable that I absorbed a lot of current ideas about the Russian Revolution. The Bolsheviks were "bad guys." In the 1920 presidential election, the Socialists ran Eugene V. Debs for president. He was in jail, which of course demonstrated what kind of guy he was. But he got upward of a million votes. Cox was the Democratic candidate; Harding, the Republican. The League of Nations was a prime issue.
	was taken out of our pay. We were housed in a company bunkhouse along with 40 or 50 other workers, and a room charge was taken out of our pay. We ate in a large mess hall, and the price of each meal was deducted from our checks. I had taken $50 with me, my total savings at the time. I returned with $50 but no more.
	Charles Nelson roomed with me. We had been in Atlantic High School together, and he was also interested in writing. I got him a job as my assistant in the library.
	paid me $10 a month, as I recall, and gave me a uniform. I needed any help I could get. The following summer, I went to camp at Fort Snelling. It might have paid a bit more for those six weeks, but I figured that the only other job opening would be back on the farm. After a summer in a lumber mill, working on the farm would be plain dull.
	there. By this time, women's suffrage was pretty much accepted, and there was a strong feminist movement at the University.
	He can hold enough in his beak To last him a week,
	the Major's journalism class the previous year. His name was E. K. Edwards, and we got better acquainted that second year.
	Des Moines Register—maybe the Chicago Tribune. But we, it seems, had shot the wrong crowd. We got those rejecting the Klan pitch and were walking out.
	go to the Dearborn Street Station to get a train to Momence, my mother's hometown. The distance wasn't more than three blocks. We could hire a hack. Or we could walk. But we had heavy bags.
	active part of the store. From time to time during the day, Mr. Kroch would yell, "Miss Bittner!" She was his secretary. He could be heard from one end of the store to the other. I often wondered what customers thought about Mr. Kroch bellowing like Captain Bligh on his quarter-deck.
	could walk the streets safely day or night, with perhaps the exception of Hell's Kitchen at night. It was a beautiful spring day. Our prospects seemed very bright.
	I was transferred downtown to the Brooklyn Telephone Directory, as number three of three male supervisors.
	ing. He had graduated from Iowa three or four years before I did. Major Maulsby had talked about Warren as one of his most successful students. I dropped in to visit with him from time to time.
	cant amount. In 1928, it meant living ten days in France. If we remained unmarried, each would require a passport and separate visas, but married, both would be on one passport. So we got married.
	That winter, Bandol saw snow for the first time in years — the palm trees froze. We met wives of British colonial officials in India sent back to winter on the Riviera (a couple because they had proven an embarrassment to their husbands). I remember a French colonial businessman, on a week of R-and-R, after a stint in Southeast Asia. He told me about doing business with the Chinese. He said that with the Chinese all he needed was their word and a handshake. But any business he did with Japanese had to be pu
	kaner, coming to America to get support for the white African cause. I wasn't much impressed with him or his cause. But that could have been because he beat me regularly at chess.
	headlines in the papers to us. We knew one person to lose money. The whole financial scene was another world. Ruth settled into her job quickly. She had been writing book reviews for years, digesting reviews was easy. But Mr. Wilson, head of the company, was a modern Scrooge. He hired mostly women because they worked for less money. When one of the help needed a new pencil, she had to take the stub she had to him to prove the need. My job was not one that I could get enthusiastic about. News stories about r
	agreement between the two couples allowed for the tearing down of the older house and the division of the materials. Now the fire had taken care of that. And the insurance went to the seller of the property.
	guns attacking New York City. It didn't occur to me that anyone would possibly take me seriously.
	only report to the office once every couple of weeks. She had impressed Mr. Wilson with what we were doing. He felt that young people should be self-sufficient, raise their own vegetables, raise chickens. If every couple did that, there would be no need for soup lines and people selling apples on street corners. We were showing the right American stuff.
	who explained the situation. Charlton told her how the name had been arrived at and offered to change it. The article was accepted, appeared over Charlton's name, and we got $100. My share of $25 was the first money I ever got from free-lancing. The circumstances and the amount were hardly such to encourage me.
	lap. Later she told me that after she'd read it, she told Jack, "You'd better read this."
	truck farm at the edge of town. I especially remembered those cookies. From time to time she'd send some out to the farm. I talked her into giving me her recipe. My idea was to take it to Bess and maybe she could bake and sell the cookies and get herself off the relief rolls.
	fascist type. Then, while I was in Pierre, he was assassinated. The people I talked to were shaken and hurt — it was a great loss to a lot of them.
	intersection. Local folks who couldn't afford the usual entertainment came out Sunday afternoons and sat on high ground overlooking this intersection. Sooner or later there was an accident, a fender-bender or worse. It took a traffic light several years later to spoil the fun.
	Almost immediately it split into two factions, pro-Stalin and pro-Trotsky. To be one or the other was to me the same as being a pro-Democrat or a pro-Republican capitalist. An English envoy to Russia in the early 1920s said that "Trotsky was willing to die for the revolution if he had a large enough audience."
	sure FDR would be reelected in 1940 that I voted for Norman Thomas. That fall I'd been back to the Middle West again, and quite by accident, I rode the same train as Thomas between Cedar Rapids and Cedar Falls. I didn't meet him and he continued on, but I had a lawyer to interview in Cedar Falls, a lawyer who had defended farmers accused of trying to lynch the judge in Le Mars years earlier. My excuse for voting Socialist in 1940 was the same as my voting Communist in 1936.
	different lacking, perhaps, but equally debilitating to human beings. However, never having been a card-carrying Communist can place a liberal in a predicament. For instance, when a liberal's ideas of life get that person accused of being a Communist, how can he/she prove otherwise?
	nism. I opposed the fighting in Viet Nam. To the argument that "they" had to be stopped in Nam or we'd have to stop "them" on Market Street, I replied that by the time they get to Market Street they will all be Republicans. I have a weakness for being flip.
	county treasurer, but it hadn't soaked into my consciousness. Then, when I turned seventy, I learned that he was also a supervisor — my father had been a politician.
	In my growing up later, my uncle's "shameful" deed was never spelled out to me. I came to realize that the sudden silence of my elders when I appeared could have had something to do with it. But I was afraid to say anything, afraid to really know more. I did gather from words dropped now and then that the whole family had banded together to bail this uncle out of his trouble. I don't know if they were ever repaid. As a kid, that didn't overly bother me.
	politician when he lived. We had been a political family. I might have felt that I came by liberal ideas honestly from a politician who as a county treasurer had made the county books balance.




