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This is a book of stories told by Robert and John Hiett, two brothers now in their 80s, about their years growing up together in North Central Texas from the period just after World War II through the early 1960s. As many adults near the end of their lives, their thoughts naturally turn to days past and the snippets of life that have gotten stuck in the backs of their minds. That has been our experience. The memories we share in these pages inhabit our consciousness like brief video clips that we play at will, reminding us of places we lived, things we did and that were done to us, and people we loved who are long since gone.

Much is made these days of finding one’s “identity.” Identity in today’s world is usually characterized by personal qualities such as race or gender or personal preferences. That may be true for some, but for us our identities were largely constructed brick by brick, layer by layer, by the events of our childhood as we describe in these pages. There were successes, of course, but there were also many events that were painful, shameful, or humiliating. As we share our stories, we are reminded that the world of the 1950s was very different from the world in which we live today, and we want to give our readers a glimpse of what life was like those many years ago.

+++++

A lot of our stories center around interactions with our parents, Wallace Hiett and Mary Ray Hiett, or circumstances we had to deal with because of decisions they made. In some of these stories our parents come across as a bit harsh. Since they aren’t here to defend themselves, it seems worth noting, first, that we know they loved and cared deeply for us and, secondly, that many of the events we describe can only be understood in the context of the culture of that era.

Throughout the Great Depression and up through World War II, the most influential person in the child-rearing field was John B. Watson, known as the father of behaviorism. He promoted an authoritarian approach that prioritized rigid discipline and emotional detachment over a child’s individual needs. He warned that motherly love was dangerous and would produce weak adults. He did not believe in hugging or showing physical affection. He was joined by pediatricians like L. Emmett Holt who recommended strict, mechanical routines with rigid feeding schedules and letting babies cry themselves to sleep to avoid spoiling them. These writers believed the primary goal of child-rearing was to instill instant obedience and strong self-restraint.

In 1946, the year Jack was born, Dr. Benjamin Spock published his book The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care which completely upended the ideas of Watson and his peers. Dr. Spock’s catchphrase was “trust yourself,” a clear rejection of the cold, mechanical methods that had defined American parenting for decades. Mom kept a well-worn copy of this book for years.

Dr. Spock completely rejected strict feeding and sleeping schedules. He encouraged hugging, kissing, and showing open affection to foster emotional security. He advocated for gentle discipline based on verbal communication and understanding rather than corporal punishment. He was among the first to suggest that fathers should actively play with their children.

Mom and Dad seemed to treat these two approaches as a kind of buffet, picking some ideas from the authoritarians and others from the laissez-faire camp. We certainly experienced a fair bit of corporal punishment. Outward affection was limited, at best. In our early years we were allowed to run around and do whatever we wanted without much supervision.

In 1955 a landmark movie, Rebel Without a Cause starring James Dean, fundamentally shifted how American society perceived and depicted youth, effectively inventing the modern teenager as a distinct cultural demographic. Before the 1950s, there were children (pre-pubescent) and adults (young though they may have been). Rebel Without a Cause established the teenager as a unique social group with its own language, rituals, and psychological anxieties. It was one of the first major works to clearly delineate a generation gap, portraying the adult world of parents and authority figures as fundamentally out of touch with youth experiences. It challenged the notion that juvenile delinquency was only a problem in urban slums, showing that even middle-class suburban families faced deep-seated emotional alienation.

These newly minted teenagers had two things that no one in their age group had ever had before: Money and cars. For the first time they were recognized as a major consumer demographic with their own social influence. They spent their money on their own music and their own style of clothes. James Dean gave them black leather jackets, white tee shirts, and jeans. Chuck Taylors became the fad. Young girls wore saddle oxfords and poodle skirts. Young men let their hair grow, and a ducktail style was seen now and then.

The emergence of rock and roll music was probably the most defining characteristic of teenagers. It served as an anthem for youth rebellion and, in some ways, broke down barriers between races. Everyone listened to the same music. Icons like Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, and Little Richard ruled the AM radio airwaves. Transistor radios were invented with an earpiece so teens could listen to their own music whenever they wanted. The new music was soundly condemned by the adults of the day because of the heavy backbeats and suggestive dancing. Pastors in churches across America condemned it.  When Elvis Presley was on the Ed Sullivan Show, the cameras only showed his face because of fear of the outrage if people could see his pelvic thrusts.

Despite the efforts of Dr. Spock, parental response to this teen uprising was to return to their authoritarian and rule-bound ways. These new teenagers were expected to follow strict social protocols. Schools and parents enforced rigid dress codes. Boys were often forbidden from wearing jeans or having hair that touched their ears. Girls were rarely allowed to wear pants in public. Pantsuits for work and daily wear didn’t gain acceptance until the late 1960s and early 1970s.

After James Dean’s film there was a massive public outcry over what was perceived as rising juvenile delinquency. Adults viewed rock and roll music, comic books, and “greaser” culture as corrupting influences. Educational companies produced films teaching teenagers proper behavior. Two movies in particular served as morality plays about the dangers of unbridled teen behavior: High School Confidential (1958) and The Blackboard Jungle (1955). These scared parents a lot more than they did kids.

While parents in the 1950s were strict, in part because of the widespread hysteria over juvenile delinquency, they were also more indulgent than any previous generation. They wanted their children to have a better life, and they encouraged their children to finish high school and attend college. This created a long period of adolescence that previous generations hadn’t experienced, exacerbating and extending the generation gap. It should have been entirely predictable that the teenagers of the 1950s would completely upend American society in the 1960s.

+++++

Mom used to say, “Parenthood is a sorry lot.” She understood that even though parents do the best they know how in raising their children, eventually their kids all wind up in some therapist’s office delineating the ways their parents failed them. It isn’t our intent to shine a spotlight on the flaws of our parents. We’re grown men and are prepared to own our failings. We truly believe that who we are as human beings today, the very core of our essence, is not defined by our race, our religion, our gender, our roles in our homes and at work, but rather by the qualities of our character forged in the life experiences described in these pages. 

Our parents did the best that they knew how, as did we when fatherhood called out to us. As we look back over the last eight decades, our belief is that these events of our childhood from more than 70 years ago have shaped us into the men we have become. We hope that others will look at us and see us as being tolerant, forgiving, caring, empathetic, generous, kind, loving. That is an identity worth having.
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Chapter 1: In The Beginning
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Bob

One of my earliest memories was of an event that occurred when I was about three years old. We lived on Lovell Avenue on the hill west of Arlington Heights High School on the west side of Fort Worth, Texas. Dad had just returned home from the war, which he spent as a Marine in sunny Southern California installing radios in airplanes. Quite the gig. Using the newly established GI Bill, he and Mom bought what would today be described as a starter home. It was a two-bedroom, new construction home of about 900 square feet.

One afternoon I was in the hallway of the house outside my bedroom, and Mom told me to do something I didn’t want to do. I decided I would stick out my tongue at her to show my displeasure. Wherever does a three-year-old get such an idea? Who knows. It must be an inherited trait. Nevertheless, I proceeded on. I cautiously began to stick out my tongue, slowly moving it forward toward my lips, looking at Mom defiantly. Realizing what I was up to, she stood over me, hands on hips, saying, and I can remember it today like it just happened, “Don’t you do it. Don’t you do it. Don’t you do it.” 

I took her warning seriously but seemed to have gotten the idea that there was a sort of no man’s land between sticking out my tongue completely and capitulating entirely. I continued to push my tongue forward.

My mind goes blank at this point in the story. The next thing I remember was coming to in my bed with the door closed. Nothing hurt, so I know she didn’t spank me. But I do remember thinking that my plan hadn’t been a good one. I also learned that it was better not to cross Mom if you didn’t have to.

+++++

A few months later a kid named Harold, who lived across the street from us, was playing with me in a sandbox Dad had built in our back yard. I use the term “built” loosely. It was four boards nailed together in a square with some sand dumped in the middle. Dad was what I would call a rough carpenter rather than a finish carpenter. He started a lot of stuff he never finished. Harold was a year older than me and took the lead in destroying some of the sandbox toys, in particular a small toy truck.

Pretty soon Mom came out of the house and noticed the broken toys. She threw what Southerners referred to back then as a “hissy fit.” There would be a lot of those through the years. Some when she was well into her nineties. She sent Harold home, yelled at me for a while, and gave me the first spanking I can remember. My defense then, and it still seems reasonable to me today, was that the other kid did it. And besides, no one ever told me that you couldn’t throw these toys around.

+++++

Harold lived across the street from us on Lovell. Unlike us, his family didn’t have an electric refrigerator. Instead, they had an actual ice box, a wooden affair with several compartments covered by galvanized tin. There was a place in it for big blocks of ice. A couple of times a week the ice man would drive up in his truck, grab a block of ice with these big tongs, and throw it over his back to carry into the house. He wore a leather covering on his back to keep his clothes dry.

We never used the terms “fridge” or “refrigerator.” Until I was well into my adult years, I called the fridge an “ice box”. Once, many years later, I was in a restaurant and asked the waitress if they had any “ice box pie,” my term for a cream pie. She looked at me like I was nuts. No. Just really old.

+++++

We got our milk from the milk man. He had a truck he drove through the neighborhood a couple of times a week. Milk always came in bottles in those days, and, if you needed milk, you put the empty quart bottles on your porch corresponding to the number of quarts of fresh milk you wanted. He brought it to the door and left it. You paid him by putting money for the fresh milk in the empty bottles.

+++++

One day Mom told me I should go across the street and visit Harold because he was home in bed recovering from having his tonsils out. She warned me that he might not be able to talk because of a very sore throat. I went to his house, and his mother led me into his bedroom. He was piled up in his bed surrounded by pillows. I sat down in a chair beside the bed and proceeded to just stare at him. He stared back. Neither of us said a word. After about 10 minutes I went home. Mom asked what we talked about and I said, “Nothing.” It never occurred to me that I could talk even if he couldn’t. To be honest, I had nothing to say anyway.

+++++

The world of the late 1940s was so different from today that it seems more like we lived on a different planet. There was no television. We did have a radio in the living room of the little four room starter home that we had just moved into. The radio was a cabinet model and was bigger than I was. After the war a relatively new product, Formica, became popular for home use because of its low cost, durability, and availability in bright colors and contemporary patterns. Our kitchen table and countertops were made of Formica. Quite the thing.

We also had the latest thing in dinnerware–Melmac. Melmac was the trade name for melamine resin dinnerware, developed in the 1940s and extremely popular. It was marketed as being durable and chip-resistant, a "wonder plastic" that promised a carefree, modern lifestyle. That was us.

At first, we didn’t have a washing machine and I can remember Mom washing our clothes using a scrub board in the bathtub. Eventually Dad bought an electric washing machine. It had a large tub with an agitator for washing and an attached wringer that you put the clothes through to get rid of the excess water. There were hoses attached to the kitchen faucet to fill the tub and more hoses to drain the dirty water outside the back door. Then you hung the clothes outside on the clothesline to dry. I will believe people care about climate change when I see the return of clotheslines.

No one had air conditioning in those days, and the Texas summers could be brutal. In 1949, for example, there were several days when the temperature reached 105 degrees, and on July 26 a high temperature of 108 degrees was recorded. We kept the windows open and had lots of loud, electric fans. But the truth is that blowing hot air around didn’t make anyone feel much cooler. The key, of course, was to sweat a lot and stand in front of a fan. We had hardwood floors throughout the house, and I can remember on hot days laying on the floor with my cheek to the wood because it was just a little cooler there

Movie theaters were about the only places in town with air conditioning, and we went often, more for the cool air than for the films.

+++++

Winter had its challenges as well. Temperatures during a cold spell would drop into the teens and, occasionally, into the single digits. Our house was heated by natural gas with an outlet in each room, including the bathroom. There were gas heaters attached to each outlet that were lit by slowly turning on the gas valve and holding a match to the burners. Sometimes there would be a little explosion. Nothing to worry about. It wasn’t unusual for some house to burn down or some child to get burned because their pajamas got too close to the open flame.

It was our custom to turn off all the heaters before going to bed. Houses in those days had no insulation, so the temperature inside would drop like a rock. Many times, I woke up in the middle of the night and could see my breath. We slept under heavy piles of quilts and blankets, but I remember being cold a lot, especially when I first got into bed. I hated having to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night because the bed would be cold when I got back. This resulted in more than a few incidents of bed wetting, but what could you do if you just couldn’t take the cold?

+++++

A few months after we moved into the Lovell house, Mom and Dad brought home a new kid, my brother John Micheal, also known as Jack. I don’t recall being told anything about him. I didn’t know he was coming, and I didn’t know why we needed him. I only have one vague memory of Jack. I remember him in a playpen in the corner wearing nothing but a diaper and standing there with his blond flyaway hair standing straight up. That may be where he spent the first three years of his life.

Younger readers might wonder what a playpen was. It was a piece of baby furniture that sat on the floor with bars on four sides, about four foot by four foot square. The child could see out but couldn’t get out. It was sort of like the way we put our dogs in small kennels today. I’m sure many baby boomers have spent hours in therapy discussing the trauma of being raised in a playpen.

+++++

I do have one story about Jack from this period. I have no memory of it myself, but I heard Mom tell it on several occasions. As soon as Jack could walk, he was obsessed with opening the gate in the back yard and wandering off. I suspect these free-range tendencies were a reaction to his early years of being locked up in the playpen. In those days there were alleys behind each row of houses which were used by trash collectors. Eventually people figured out that an alley was an excellent way for thieves and other miscreants to break in and steal stuff. That’s one of the reasons we don’t have them anymore.

When Jack would take off on his adventures, he was always joined by our Collie “Fluto.” On one occasion Mom, realizing Jack was missing, took off trying to find where he had gone. She eventually found him next to an older man sitting with Jack and Fluto in a front yard down the street. There was a vicious dog nearby, tied to a tree. The old man told Mom that Jack had attempted to walk up to the dog, which was pulling on his chain trying to attack, when Fluto grabbed him by the back of his shirt and pulled him to safety.

Nice save.  

+++++

When I was about four there, was a kid my age who lived two doors from us. His name was David. He was having a birthday party, and I got invited. It was a midday party, and his mother was going to serve lunch.

Just before I left for the party, Mom gave me very clear instructions about lunch. It was not polite, she said, to just start grabbing food as soon as it was served. You had to wait until it was passed to you and then take your portion. Okay, I thought. I got it.

The food was odd for kids. In those days there was no pizza and no chicken nuggets. I was in high school before pizza made its first appearance in Fort Worth. David’s mother cooked a full lunch with fried chicken, mashed potatoes and green beans. For four-year- olds. When people in those days cooked fried chicken, they bought a whole young chicken, called a fryer, and cut it into pieces themselves. There was a hierarchy of parts. The wishbone was the best piece of white meat followed by the two breasts. Then there were the thighs and the legs. No one today under 40 knows what a wishbone is, but we loved it. 

When the food was placed on the table, all the barbarians whose mothers didn’t give them the same instructions mine had given me started grabbing the best parts. When the dust settled, the only polite person at the table–me–was left with the gizzards. I knew what the gizzards were, although thankfully Mom never made us eat them. They were a part of the digestive system of a chicken and were sometimes deep fried. My recollection is they were tough. I just couldn’t choke them down.

This was my first lesson in “Mom doesn’t always know what she is talking about.” It turns out that most people don’t have any manners at all and, if they do, it’s purely a matter of context. Sometimes you just have to chuck politeness out the window and root around with the riff raff.

+++++

Early on it was clear that my Dad had this secret desire to be a farmer. More about that later. He went out somewhere and brought home a bunch of chickens. Fluto was apparently happy to share the back yard with them. I don’t remember getting any eggs, but I do remember one evening when Dad went out and wrung all their necks. I don’t know why he did that, but I believe it may have been in anticipation of selling the house and moving. I guess backyard chickens don’t convey.

Once you wring a chicken’s neck, you have to wait about ten minutes while it flops around in the throes of dying. There’s a bit of blood if the head actually comes off. When it finally settles down, there is a dead chicken hunt where you look behind bushes and in corners trying to find them all. I have no idea what mother did with a dozen dead chickens.

+++++

There was a major flood in Fort Worth in May 1949, widely considered the worst flood in the city's history. An estimated 10 to 11 inches of rain fell overnight, causing the Trinity River to overflow its banks. The floodwaters submerged a large portion of the city, covering about 10 square miles. The flood killed at least 10 people, caused over $11 million in property damage, and left 13,000 people homeless.

The city lost water service in several areas, including at our house on Lovell and at the dry cleaners. Dad’s brother’s house, my Uncle Bill, was one of the few with running water. In order to wash the clothes for the dry cleaners, Bill and Dad set up a bunch of wash tubs in Uncle Bill’s yard where they began the process of washing the clothes.

Taking advantage of the running water, Mom took Jack and me over there and had us strip down in the driveway while she hosed us down and washed our hair. Slightly humiliating. Our cousins, Jim and Ron Hiett, were running around playing and there was a lot of childish banter going on. At one point Mom pulled me aside, got right in my face and told me something I never forgot. She said, “When you are around family and friends, you will hear them say a lot of words that are not very nice. I want you to remember that we don’t use those words in our house.”

That was it. I didn’t really know what she was talking about at the time but realized later that she was referring to the N- word. Although we lived in a completely segregated society which was racist to the core, that word was never used in our home. I wish I could say the same for the wider culture. Racial disparagement was impossible to avoid in the society in which we lived.

As time passed, particularly after I got into college and began to understand some of the racial issues plaguing our times, I began to wonder why it was that Mom and Dad chose to reject the racial animus that was so widespread in our community. Before she died, I asked Mom why she chose in those very early years to reject the bigotry and racism that were so embedded in our culture at the time. The only answer I got was a vague, “It just seemed like the right thing to do.” Well, good for her.
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