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        To my loving wife,

        Linda

        for her patience, understanding, advice and tolerance.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Who Is the Generous Generation?

          

        

      

    

    
      The Oxford Dictionary defines generous as “showing a readiness to give more of something, as money or time, than is strictly necessary or expected; showing kindness toward others—noble, magnanimous.

      So much more than surviving hard economic times, or fighting wars, the generation of Americans born in the first quarter of the 20th Century gave a new structure to American life. We are the recipient of that generosity.

      It’s been remarkable and illuminating to me to think about what an entire generation faced and still pushed through. A generation of Jedis, Yoda would undoubtedly have been proud. “There is only do.” I think that there was more than the deprivation of the Depression, and more than the trials of the Second World War. There was a sense of purpose, not just in personal life, but in a community sense, that purpose was focused on the future. Sure, there was a dark side, a seedy side, an underside. But there was a refusal to accept the status quo, a refusal to quit. There were mistakes made, but there was an acknowledgment of those errors, and an effort to correct them. There were extremes in the political, social and economic underpinnings, but by and large, the middle of the road was the one path most traveled.

      Look at the accomplishments! Let’s take a glance at the Depression years. In spite of the economic climate, the government and industry stepped in and created “infrastructure” which did more than put people to work. American planning and determination built services that could improve the lives of all the country, and which would last. The Boulder Dam, the Tennessee Valley Authority. National Parks. Planting billions, with a “B”, of trees. The Empire State Building. Bridges, roadways. Electrification of America and our initial power grid. And preparation for war.

      World War II developed the industrial strength from which the country would benefit for a generation. Japanese Admiral Yamamoto knew there was a sleeping giant about to awaken. Auto plants were converted to build trucks and planes. Across the country, shipyards created the largest fleet in the world to transport men, supplies and equipment. And when things didn’t work properly, they were improved until they did: torpedoes, bomb sights, tanks. Fighter planes were eventually outfitted to protect bombers.

      I think about the courage it took just to be there. Perhaps no less than Valley Forge or Gettysburg, or Afghanistan today, but the statistics weren’t hopeful, and yet they went anyway. Mistakes made and corrected--Japanese Americans left the internment camps and became soldiers. Black Americans, always 2nd class citizens, were fighting. And the Tuskegee airmen. Harry Truman, seeing the error, desegregated the military, which is now perhaps the most non-discriminatory institution in America, and will surely be once DADT is eliminated.

      When the war was over, they didn’t stop. Our ability to get easily from place to place today is a result of Eisenhower and Congress creating a national highway system. Homes and schools and hospitals were built. American industry created the products to rebuild Europe and Japan. American industry created the tools to improve lives. Americans were American industry. And more was yet to come.

      History, to many young people, is about “a bunch of stuff that happened a long time ago to a bunch of dead people”. Are we doomed to repeat the mistakes made back then, because history is boring? It has been documented, constantly, that each day, hundreds of WWII veterans die, leaving a gaping hole in our understanding of “stuff that happened a long time ago”. Yet it is poignant to focus on those young men and women who entered the military in the fifth decade of the Twentieth Century because they lived the history which is so boring. A twenty year old in 1941, after all, was born in 1921, and would be 90 in 2011. Those who returned lived through the most exciting events and innovations in the chronicles of humankind, thus far.

      What is more significant is the reluctance of our parents and grandparents to discuss the events which so shaped their lives. Much has been written, much has been said about the generals and the battles, the events, the Great Depression, the dawning of America’s industrial might, the Cold War, cars and airplanes, but how they affected those who observed and participated, much is still to be reported.

      Starting Out

      Hi there! Thanks for joining me. We’re about to take a trip, through a time of tremendous change, as America came of age, and became a center point in the world. As we travel, we are accompanied by my Dad, his friends and family, and some of the many people who crossed his path. As part of our itinerary, we will be celebrating the life and times of a generation of men and women who were responsible for fashioning the world in which we now live. This year, 2011, Dad would have been one hundred years old, and he witnessed all the changes, turmoil, and growth and shared the hopes and wonders of the time. He was not alone. Tom Brokaw, in “The Greatest Generation”, formed a foundation, shining a light on the accomplishments of a generation of Americans who grew to adulthood having faced the Great Depression and World War II, and created a new vision of America.

      On our trip, I want to point out the landmarks that led them to that new America. There were many influencing factors, in their youth and after the Second World War, whose impact was important in developing the character which defines why they are the “greatest”.

      In an era of “immediate”, and at a time when our communication is not only swift, but impermanent, having “hard copy” helps to preserve a legacy and allows the stories to be told. Our generation and those which will follow have a great ability to be in contact, and yet leave little behind. History is a linear, two way street, with many crisscrossings. For us all, the intersections are numerous, the landmarks may be different, but are also shared. For instance, one summer night, when I was home from college, I went with friends to a bar in Manhattan, McSorley’s Old Ale House, in the East Village. Cool place. I told Dad about it the next day. A smile on his face, he told me that when he was at NYU, he would go there for a beer and food. At the time, McSorley’s was the oldest operating tavern in the U.S. It still is. Their motto was “We were here before you were born.” Crisscrossings.

      No matter how old you are, thinking back, make a list of everyone you have ever known, and every place you’ve ever been. I tried it once, but I kept adding until it became unwieldy. I wish I had kept the list. As I have researched the story of his lifetime, I came to realize how many people Dad knew and how many places he had been. I also realized that we shared many of the same people and places, separately and together. Most importantly, the same can be said of all of us. Imagine, if you will, a stage, where you place yourself, your family, your story. The stage props are your landmarks. But the background is a constantly changing montage of the events shared by all. And sometimes, the stage and the montage are joined. History is linear, with numerous crisscrossings.

      When I began to write this story, my purpose was to highlight my father’s remarkable life. As I proceeded, I realized that he shared a time of tremendous accomplishment, of tumultuous change, in which he not only lived, but was an active participant. In 98 years, Dad was not a spectator. And he shared those years with countless others. You may know some of them. Crisscrossings.

      Again, thanks for coming along.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Early Years

          

        

      

    

    
      On May 24, 1911, the largest marble structure ever built in the United States up to that time, the New York Public Library, opened its doors for the first time. Over 30,000 New Yorkers and visitors entered, finding the contents of the combined Astor and Lenox library collections, including a rare Gutenberg bible, engaging. As busy as the flood of people must have seemed to the new library staff, life in New York City had other activities with which to contend.

      That same day, Fannie Stern gave birth to her third son, whose real name was lost to him for more than two decades of his life. Murray Stern, known as Meyer to all, entered a family of immigrants from Eastern Europe, with a father who could sell anything, and a mother who expected her children to achieve, a mother who he adored. His first address was 36 Allen Street, in lower Manhattan, New York City. William Howard Taft was President. It is fitting that my father and the Library entered the world together.

      A little less than a week later, the first Indianapolis 500 race took place. In 1911, IBM was incorporated, England got a new king, the U.S. House of Representatives set its permanent number at 435 members, Sun Yat- sen became the first President of the new Republic of China. Standard Oil Company was declared a monopoly under the terms of the Sherman Anti Trust Act. Chevrolet was founded, bringing competition to Henry Ford and his Model T. In England, the hull of the Titanic was launched, to be completed within the next 12 months. In Boston, groundbreaking for Fenway Park took place. And Orville Wright set a flight record, which would last for 10 years, of 9 minutes and 45 seconds. In Dallas, Southern Methodist University was founded.

      In 1911, births included Ronald Reagan, Butterfly McQueen, Hank Greenberg, Jean Harlow, L. Ron Hubbard, Jack Ruby, Tennessee Williams, Hubert Humphrey, Lucille Ball, and Roy Rogers.

      1911 was a relatively usual year in America. Still predominantly agricultural, the industrial age was beginning to grow its facial hair. The 20th Century was approaching its teenage years. Its infancy was a time for stretching its wings, literally and figuratively. The automobile and the airplane, inventions galore, business was growing. As 1911 celebrates its 100th anniversary, we can compare then and now, seeing what happened and what things are still going strong. Whose names do we still remember? What places still interest us? The New York Public Library now has 89 branches, the Red Sox continue to play at Fenway. Ronald Reagan became President of the United States. Ford and Chevy still compete, and the Titanic became a tragedy, as well as a blockbuster movie.

      Fannie and Jacob Stern raised four children, Simon, Nathaniel, Murray and Sylvia. Dad was born just before the teenage years of the 20th Century. The world was exhibiting the turmoil that seems to affect teenagers everywhere. The growing pains, the irrational rejection of authority in order to reach some form of self, the emotional and physical growth, the primordial foot stomping of its time.

      The decade of the teens would produce the foundation and the events that would shape the generation for its lifetime. Names, places and events surfaced, then returned many years later in different contexts. The previous decade had produced the first car, the first flight. The teens saw the expansion of automobile ownership, the completion of statehood for the continental US, and further growth of the inventive character of America, such as movies and telephones. And the world moved deliberatively to the ultimate teenage temper tantrum, World War I.

      The teen decade would complete the continental United States, with statehood for New Mexico and Arizona. The Titanic sank. Teddy Roosevelt formed the Progressive Party and lost the 1912 election to Woodrow Wilson. The 16th Amendment to the Constitution introduced the income tax. The First World War began in Europe in 1914. The first appearance of names like Churchill, Truman and Hitler took place, as did places such as New Guinea, the Solomon Islands and the Marianas.

      The first woman was elected to the US House of Representatives in 1916, and Woodrow Wilson was reelected as President, with the popular slogan of “He kept us out of war”. By the following spring, America had declared war, and the first American troops arrived in France on June 6. This date was significant again at a later time, with the arrival of different troops in a different war. As American troops were giving a boost to the Allies, on the Eastern Front, Russian troops quit the war, as the Bolshevik revolution seized the government, and threw Russian into civil war.

      Another event which would have future repercussions was a letter sent from British Foreign Minister Arthur Balfour to Baron Walter Rothschild. The letter stated the British government’s support for the establishment of a national Jewish homeland in Palestine. With a separate land for the Palestinians, the first “two state solution” was adopted later by the League of Nations.

      After four years of combat, with the needed supplies and manpower brought by American entry into the war, an armistice was agreed to on November 11, 1918, at 11:00 AM.

      As the George M. Cohan song promised, when it was over, over there, the troops came back, and they would return and face a new America. The teenage years of the decade were waning. However, all the difficulties of the war would have consequences, as yet unknown. Now, the politicians took over. Woodrow Wilson was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, and the Paris Peace Conference began, to determine what the terms of surrender would ultimately include, and what “reparations” would be required from Germany. Formal ending of the war took place on June 28, 1919, with the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, which included an organization designed to keep peace in the world through diplomacy, the League of Nations. Wilson campaigned throughout America for acceptance of the Treaty, but with strong opposition, the Senate rejected the Treaty and the League. Politically, at least, America would once again return to its isolation behind the safety of the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.

      Born on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, New York City, Dad’s family moved to the Flatbush section of Brooklyn when he was about a year old. His mother started a factory, making bathrobes and baby clothes, with Grandpa being the salesman. In Dad’s words, “the factory flourished. If only my mother had an education and could speak good English, she would have gone far. My mother had the brains”. Business must have been good because census records show they had a live-in housekeeper, and Grandma had hired some of her neighbors to work with her.

      My grandparents were immigrants from Lithuania. At the time, Lithuania was a part of Russia. Leaving Russia on foot, Grandpa made his way to Hamburg, Germany at the end of the 1890s. With assistance from American refugee funds, he came to New York. My grandmother followed a couple of years later. Records show they were married in New York in 1905. In Brooklyn, they lived in a three story, five bedroom house, which was at that time “in the country”, with coal to heat, and ice delivered “to keep our food fresh,” Dad said. Dad attended a local public school, PS 179.

      A significant part of his youth, and that of his siblings, was his summers. Each summer, beginning at 12 years old, he and his brothers went to summer camp at Camp Equinunk, in Equinunk, PA. There he learned to ride horses, water ski, and became a proficient swimmer and tennis player. Later Camp Blue Ridge, a girls’ camp, opened on the other side of the lake, and Dad’s sister, Sylvia, also joined the summer fun. After graduating from high school, Dad returned to Equinunk as a counselor. Sylvia eventually became head counselor, and returned with her husband, Dr. Saul Krugman, who was camp doctor for a number of years.

      When World War I ended, Dad was seven years old. The events of the war would be the basis of his young adulthood, but now, he was a grade school student in Brooklyn. One significant event occurred in Germany in 1919, something that would forever affect my dad and his generation. A disaffected young army corporal, fresh from the trenches, attended a German Workers Party meeting, becoming a member. His name was Adolf Hitler.

      In America, the Volstead Act passed, ushering in the Prohibition era, and the beginning of the “Roaring Twenties”. Speakeasies, flappers, bobbed hair, and organized crime were on their way. This was what would have surrounded a little boy as he became a young man.

      The Twenties

      The decade of the 1920s was a remarkable time of change in America. As the World War I veterans returned home, they faced the new technologies of the time and the same economic problems of the next generation immediately post-war. Population in America was beginning to shift, as economic opportunity began to grow in the cities of the North and East. Expansion of industry brought families off the farms, where farm prices had dropped. The migration of Black Americans from the South, and consequently, the abundance of labor made further expansion possible. Innovation and invention added fuel to the industrial hearth. The economy did in fact have some sluggish times, leading up to the stock market crash. However, for the most part, it was two steps forward, with only a half step back.

      The growth of electrical use in industries, and in homes, introduced new products and greater efficiencies in the use of labor in production. Electricity brought radios, electric iceboxes (which we call refrigerators), irons, fans, lights, vacuums and other labor saving devices into home use, and created a growing market for all these innovations and improvements. The electrification of the industrial centers and large metropolitan areas by electric utilities increased product availability through increased productivity. Electrification of the assembly line allowed for more diverse use of labor, as well as better, more quality- consistent products.

      One of the foremost factors was the availability of inexpensive transportation, thanks to Henry Ford, and his competitors. The growth in car ownership required that road quality be improved. At the same time, better, cheaper tires made the automobile a true family transportation means. Grandpa had bought a Model T to get the family around, and so he could visit his customers.

      The development of better methods of refining crude petroleum, combined with the discoveries of large oil deposits in the United States allowed for cheaper and more available gasoline to feed the growth in automobiles. Increases in production, combined with improved vehicles and roads led to an increase in truck traffic, augmented by railroads for longer distances, which increased the range of markets for many products. As the roads improved, trucks carried more of the load and over greater distances, and to more remote and diverse areas, where railroads simply didn’t go.

      Radio and telephone became the major sources of communication. Although the telegraph continued to have a main role in the early ‘20s, growth of the telephone rivaled and then surpassed the telegraph by the end of the decade. The radio as a source of communication grew, mostly on a local basis. Because of the confusion created by simultaneous use of the same frequencies, the Federal government stepped in to pass regulation and issue licenses. From its initial broadcast in 1920 to national broadcasting by 1926, radio became the creator of a cultural commonality in the country.

      The retail market for consumer goods had grown with the development of “department stores”. Every major city had its own. Reduced production costs, and ease of transport, made more goods readily available to the consuming public. In the 20s, Sears moved from strictly catalog sales to a retail store format. Chain stores in other consumer industries also grew. A&P, originally selling only tea, expanded to retail groceries with 4000 full supermarkets. Woolworth’s, Walgreens, and J.C. Penney expanded their chain store product lines. The parents of today’s malls were born in the 1920s. Planned shopping centers with parking for the growing car population brought products and services to a central location.

      This whirlwind of economic growth and innovation would have interested Dad, as the business world changed to a larger national market. The labor saving devices of his youth were things he tried to stay away from as an adult. I know for a fact that he hated vacuuming.

      The 1920s were also showing signs of unrest throughout the rest of the world. The trauma of war had created the need to rebuild, and in a weakened political position, the environment became ripe for dictatorial growth. By the end of the 1920s, Europe was bubbling again. In Germany, the Weimar Republic struggled economically with hyperinflation, unemployment, and the huge burden of reparations imposed after the war. The Nazi Party had begun its rise to power with Adolf Hitler as its leader. The Nazi message, published in “Mein Kampf” was not yet fully implemented, but if the Party was unsuccessful, the direction was certainly clear. In addition to Germany, unrest was palpable elsewhere. In Italy, Mussolini took the reins of government. With the death of Lenin in Russia, Josef Stalin moved to secure his power, in, by then, the USSR. In 1924, Stalin was head of the Communist Party, and took complete power in 1927. In Spain, Franco had become “Generalissimo”, the youngest general in Spanish history, building a military following which led to the Spanish Civil War, and ultimately to his taking control at the start of the next decade. Spain’s Iberian neighbor underwent a coup in 1926, and although Portugal remained neutral in WWII, the dictatorship under General Salazar favored the Fascist powers.

      While no overt international military actions took place, the seeds had been sown to further the discontent in Europe. The next decade would consolidate the activities that led to World War II. The world’s population reached 2 billion in 1927.

      The Post-War decade would have significant impact on the futures of its youth. Activities throughout the world would change the political, social and economic status of everyone by the end of the decade.

      The 1920s witnessed the growth of the National Socialist Party in Germany, with a leader who had “solutions” for the misery of the German people. In America, the 19th Amendment gave women the right to vote. The Chinese Communist Party was formed by Mao Tse- tung. Josef Stalin was appointed as General Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party. Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and the Transcaucus were unified as the basis of the USSR. Benito Mussolini became premier of Italy. In New York, the first Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade took place in 1924. Calvin Coolidge was elected President in 1924, having served out the term of Warren Harding. NBC radio started broadcasting with a network of 24 stations in 1926. I can imagine my father’s family gathered around the radio, listening to the world news, the events that would include the flight of Lindbergh’s “Spirit of St. Louis” on a solo flight across the Atlantic Ocean, and the news of the stock market crash in October 1929. The Dow Jones had hit its high of 381.17 in mid-1929, and would not reach that point again until 1954. The crash wiped out more than $30 billion in wealth, which was at the time more than ten times the budget of the Federal government.

      Dad entered his freshman year at Erasmus Hall High School in 1924. “Since it was about a mile away, I took a trolley car (5 cents) to school.” In the 1939 WPA Guide to New York, Erasmus Hall was referred to as the “mother of high schools”. Founded in 1787, the first secondary school chartered by the Regents of the University of the State of New York, it formed the basis of secondary school education in New York. The original building still stands, known today as Erasmus Hall Museum, designated by the New York City Landmarks Preservation Commission. The alumni list includes a number of familiar names: Barbara Streisand, Neil Diamond, Oakland Raiders owner Al Davis, Barbara Stanwyck, Eli Wallach, Mae West, and former New Jersey Governor Jim Florio. Interestingly, another Erasmus student, a dropout named Bobby Fischer, would later be a part of Dad’s life.

      Dad graduated from Erasmus in 1928, at 17 years old. He told me, as a student, he was “quick enough and tall enough” to have played varsity basketball. He also was obviously a good student, moving on to New York University that fall.

      As Dad told it, Uncle Sy and Uncle Nat spent time together, and he and Sylvia played together. Since they all went to college, the activities of the school year undoubtedly included serious attention to their academics. The 1920s were a time when these children did as they were expected to do, by a mother who tolerated nothing less than exceptional. Grandma was insistent that her children be educated. All four children not only went to college, but received advanced degrees as well.

      In 1928, Meyer Stern graduated from Erasmus High School, was a counselor at Camp Equinunk, and started his freshman year at New York University. “The cost was $600 a year. Sy had already graduated and Nat was a junior,” Dad said. His sister, Sylvia, was still a high school junior. At NYU, Dad met two classmates who remained friends throughout their lives, Sidney Roth and Maurice Fox. Dr. Roth became a professor and eventually a Dean at NYU. Maurice became a real estate developer and manufacturer. Dad never told stories about his escapades with his friends, but there were a few times when the thought brought a grin and a twinkle to his eyes. In 1929, the year marked indelibly by the “Crash” in October, had a marked impact on the Stern family. Like so many others, my grandfather invested in the stock market, often buying on margin.

      Dad was an eighteen year old sophomore at NYU in 1929. In October of 1929, the bubble of the 20s finally burst. The stock market crashed, and as Dad put it, “one day we were rich, the next day, we were broke.” Dad volunteered to quit school and go to work, but as was always the case, his mother emphatically refused. He said, “She raised hell and said NO! Study and get a scholarship and get a job.” He did both, including cleaning toilets and any other dirty job handed to him by his supervisor.

      The crash had international impact. It would begin the destruction of the Weimar Republic and the rise of Naziism as a result of the widespread unemployment in Germany. The French began building the Maginot Line, and war as an “instrument of foreign policy” was renounced through the Kellogg-Briand Pact and signed by the U.S., France, Britain, Germany, Italy, Japan, and the Soviet Union, as well as other countries. At the year end, President Hoover, in a speech to Congress, said that the worst effects of the stock market crash were over, and that the public had regained faith in the economy.

      The entire world was affected by economic collapse after the boom of the 1920s. Particularly in Germany, the seeds of unrest had been planted as a result of the strict reparations imposed by the British and French after World War I. The bread lines in America, as seen by Dad and his fellows, on the streets of America, were out matched by the wheelbarrows of cash in hyperinflated Germany, as people stood in line to buy bread. That image has no rival, and would be a lifetime memory for Dad’s generation.

      The Thirties

      Over the years, much has been written about the 1930s. The Depression, the New Deal, the run-up to war have been sliced and diced, fried, roasted, stewed and baked, served with the blandness only an economist could love.

      In spite of Hoover’s assurances, the Depression moved forward with all the pain it could inflict. In 1932, Dad graduated from NYU, and started looking for work, but there was none. “No one was hiring,” he said. Although there is no evidence, it is safe to say that he worked with his parents in the business. At least, he had something to do. In spite of the Depression, the 1930s still provided new and progressive events in the world, things which we take for granted today.

      The construction of Boulder Dam, later renamed Hoover Dam, began. In New York City, the Empire State Building, which for years was the tallest building in the world, was completed; the George Washington Bridge was opened. Ernest O. Lawrence invented the cyclotron, one of the first steps to nuclear fission, and the atomic bomb. In Washington, the first woman was elected to the Senate, Hattie Caraway from Arkansas. The Reconstruction Finance Corporation began to bail out American companies, as suggested by Republican President Hoover. In an effort to obtain early pension payment to reduce the impact of the Depression, WWI veterans, the Bonus Army, marched on Washington. New Deal programs began in the US, with the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). Prohibition was repealed. A 10 year drought in large parts of south and central sections of the U.S. began, known as the Dust Bowl.

      To help put people back to work, the Works Progress Administration (WPA) was created, renamed Works Projects Administration in 1939. With US unemployment at 10 million, the WPA funded public works projects nationwide and employed 3.5 million. It was terminated in 1943 with employment rising because of the war. Also, in 1935, the government created the Social Security Administration, which would become the most effective social benefit program in the country’s history.

      The Hoover Dam was completed in 1936, generating 1.5 million kilowatts of electricity, and was the largest hydroelectric power source in the world. Franklin Roosevelt was reelected. The Civilian Conservation Corps commenced operation, which during its operation planted 3 billion trees and constructed 800 parks across America. The Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco to Marin County was opened. General Motors recognized the United Auto Workers to represent GM employees.

      As the decade progressed, so did international events, which would affect Dad, his generation, and the entire world. In Germany, Adolf Hitler became a naturalized German citizen. He was born in Austria. Citizenship enabled him to run for President, which he lost to Paul von Hindenburg. The Nazis however increased their power enough in government so that the SS and SA, the Nazi private military units, were no longer banned in Germany. Herman Goering became chairman of the German Senate. Italy invaded Ethiopia. Japan took military control of Northeastern China. In 1933, Hindenburg appointed Hitler as Chancellor of Germany. Hitler was able to end habeas corpus, and ban political parties and labor unions. Also established was the Gestapo, a source of fear then and a name of horror even today. In 1934, Germany passed the Sterilization Law, controlling marriage and birth of “undesirable races”. Hitler convinced Poland to join in a 10 year non-aggression pact. All German police came under the command of Heinrich Himmler, who would become head of the Gestapo. Late in the year, with the Wehrmacht vowing loyalty to him, Hitler declared himself Fuehrer of Germany. In Japan, the government renounced previous naval treaties in order to begin to expand its navy.

      In the second half of the 30s decade, the warhawks were flying everywhere. In violation of the terms of the Versailles Treaty, Hitler announced the re-armament of the German military. German legislators passed the Nuremberg Laws, defining who was a Jew, depriving Jews of citizenship, and preventing intermarriage with Jews; the fuse was now burning, with small incendiaries leading to the “big one”. Germany reoccupied the Rhineland, which had been stripped by the Treaty of Versailles. The Rhineland was a demilitarized zone, separating France, Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands from Germany, which was the route of attack by Germany in the First World War. Called the industrial heartland of Germany, Hitler was reunifying the traditional German-speaking territories. The French and British, still recovering from the last war, yet obligated to preserve the demilitarized zone, did nothing. Italy, having invaded Ethiopia, now annexed it. In Spain, a coup put Franco in power and began the Spanish Civil War. The leaders of Germany and Italy formed an alliance, the Rome-Berlin Axis.

      In the summer of 1936, the first television sports coverage took place at the Berlin Olympic Games. Jesse Owens, a black American sprinter, tarnished Hitler’s “Aryan race” superiority claims, by winning four Gold medals, in the 100 meter, 200 meter, 4x100 meter relay, and the long jump. It has long been a myth that Hitler snubbed Owens, and stormed from the Olympic stadium. According to an eyewitness, a German reporter, Hitler congratulated none of the athletes, but did shake Owens hand afterward. Owens said later, “Hitler didn’t snub me-it was FDR who snubbed me. The President didn’t even send me a telegram.” Further consolidating his power, Hitler formed the Hitler Youth, consisting of boys, ages 10-18.

      Neville Chamberlain became Prime Minister in Britain. The economic conditions in Europe, and a reluctance by the British and French to face another armed conflict, allowed Germany to have its own way. Hitler took command of the Wehrmacht, in large part because of the lack of support from the General Staff in the reoccupation of the Rhineland. On March 12, 1938, Germany annexed Austria. The Anschluss was another step in creating Hitler’s vision of reuniting German peoples into one empire. With the Nuremberg Laws in effect, German Jewish refugees multiplied. To deal with the problem, President Roosevelt called for a conference to discuss what to do. 32 nations gathered at Evian-les- Bains, France to find means to help the refugees. The outcome was that only one country, the Dominican Republic, was willing to take any refugees. The German government was to state, “How astounding it was that foreign countries criticized Germany for their treatment of the Jews, but none of them wanted to open the doors to them when the opportunity offered.” With Hitler’s expanding land grab, Jews in all the Nazi-controlled countries were refugees in their homes with nowhere to go. The further expansion to the east, to incorporate the primarily German speaking section of Czechoslovakia, led to a conference on the Sudetenland. The conference was held in Munich and was attended by French Prime Minister, Edouard Daladier, British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, Mussolini and Hitler. The Munich Agreement was signed on September 30th, and the Czechs were told they could resist, but they were on their own. Later that day, Chamberlain asked Hitler to agree to a peace treaty between Great Britain and Germany. Hitler signed, and Chamberlain that night gave a speech from the Prime Minister’s residence, in which he said “I believe it is peace for our time”. On October 1, Germany invaded the Sudetenland, and then took the rest of Czechoslovakia.

      Italy invaded Ethiopia. In the Far East, Japan invaded Manchuria, seizing it from China. In early 1932, the Stinson Doctrine was issued, calling that seizure illegal. With 100,000 troops, Japan attacked Shanghai, the beginning of Japan’s take over of China.

      The history of the Great Depression is well documented. Discussion and disagreement still continue regarding the actions of the government, what “should” have been done, and why this or that happened. In Dad’s words, “The country was on the verge of rebellion. Luckily, Roosevelt was elected.” “Engineers were selling apples for a nickel at every corner.” Other than working for the family business, Dad was unable to find work after he graduated in 1932. In 1932, Dad received his bachelor’s degree from New York University, majoring in history. For the next year, his mother asked him to “help out” with the business, but she had other things in mind for him. In his own words, Dad “couldn’t say no” to his mother. When she asked him to do the things that eventually formed his life’s work, he entered and re-entered the family business, initially called Famous Bathrobe, then Stern Brothers, and finally Mike Stern Company.

      At the end of 1932, Franklin Roosevelt was elected President. In his inauguration speech, Roosevelt told the country, reassuringly, that “We have nothing to fear but fear itself”. That reassurance was enough for my grandmother to tell Dad he was going to the Harvard Business School. She made him apply to the Harvard Business School in 1933. He told her he had no chance of being accepted, but she forced him, as only a mother can, to send the application. To his surprise, he was asked to come to the Biltmore Hotel in Manhattan for an interview. Grandma told him he had to go. His interview went well enough that he was accepted, to start in the Fall. Grandma, it seems, had a way of saving a bit here and there, and gave him enough for bus fare to Cambridge, one way. She told him that if he didn’t find a way, “walk home”. So he went, certain he was wasting his time. When he reached Cambridge, he went to the Dean, and told him that he had no money, and would need assistance. At that point the Dean asked how he had expected to go to Harvard. His response, “You don’t know my mother”. The Dean asked, and so Dad told the story of how he found himself in front of the Dean. Upon hearing the tale, the Dean arranged for a loan to cover Dad for his two years at Harvard.

      Harvard played a remarkable and significant part in his life, and the Harvard Club of New York was a source of enjoyment until he retired and moved from New York to Florida. While at Harvard, Dad’s roommate was a fellow who Dad assumed was like everyone else around Harvard in the 30s, smart and well-to-do. They didn’t discuss it during those college years, but the assumption lasted for the remainder of the 20th century. While visiting Dad in 2002, I was looking through his address book, and found the name and phone number for his roommate. Dad had a habit of crossing out names of people who had died. This was still current. So I asked him if they had been in contact. He told me they had, and had once discussed Dad’s impression that he was a rich kid. It turned out his roommate thought the same of him. Both these young men were financially challenged Jewish kids who got into Harvard because they were bright. Dad’s roommate was Bernard Zientz, who went on to become president of Gimbels, one of the premier department store chains of its time. Another classmate of Dad’s was the son in one of the country’s leading industrial families. He told Dad that his family could give him a job. “You’re not like the rest of them,” he told Dad. The “rest of them” were other Jews. Dad didn’t take him up on the offer.

      While at Harvard, Dad studied with Georges Doriot, known as the father of venture capitalism. Dad often spoke of the influence his professor had on his business life. Doriot’s inspiration as a teacher was reflected in Dad’s approach to people, business, life in general. Doriot’s class at Harvard, called Manufacturing, has been described as more a study of life and philosophy emphasizing the tools needed to succeed in business, and in life. Known for a pithy, unconventional approach to the classroom, Doriot made his students wear suits, to reflect the world to which they aspired. He emphasized self-improvement, teamwork, contributing to society. As Spencer Ante said in an article about Doriot in the Harvard Business School Alumni Bulletin, the General, which he became during World War II, would have an apt phrase to drive home his point. For example, “You will get nowhere if you do not inspire people.” Or, “Always remember that someone, somewhere is making a product that will make your product obsolete.” And “A real courageous man is a man who does something courageous when no one is watching him.” As we proceed, General Doriot’s influence is clear.

      In 1935, having completed his Harvard degree, Dad took a job at Macy’s, in a junior executive position. Back in New York, with the Depression still going, he was happy to have a job. Macy’s wasn’t his first choice; he wanted to be an investment banker. Even with a Harvard MBA, there were limited opportunities for a Jewish man on Wall Street. So Dad was home again.

      In our world today, “self improvement” is a competitive industry, and for many a disparaging phrase. Becoming a better person is advertised in all areas of our lives. “Advisors” or “coaches” abound. Spend a little time watching television, and you’ll be confronted with shows or advertisements on how to retire, lose weight, have better sex, redesign your house yourself. You’ll see the best exercises to harden you stomach and your backside. You can get a college degree from your living room, on a computer. If you can think of it, there’s probably an “app” or a website. There are continuing education requirements for professionals to keep up with the latest changes in the profession, ostensibly. Clearly, there is a significant financial reward for running these programs, whether face-to-face or online.

      After Harvard, while Dad was working at Macy’s, a former aspiring actor from Missouri was offering a course in personal communications. In 1936, the aspiring actor wrote a book titled “How to Win Friends and Influence People”. The author, of course, was Dale Carnegie. In the mid 1930s, Dad took the Dale Carnegie course, with Dale Carnegie as the instructor. He told me it was one of the two most important aspects of his business life-the other being going to Harvard.

      In later years, in his home library, he kept “How to Win Friends”, an original copy, next to his desk, where he could reach it. He was a walking advertisement for the benefits of the Carnegie program. In his approach to business associates, to buyers, to most people he knew, he had absorbed the principles he learned from Dale Carnegie. The principles were printed on a small card, which he carried for 50 years, until he gave it to me. More importantly, he encouraged me to take the course, as he did my brother-in-law. Each of us took the course and served as volunteer graduate instructors to pass along the values we had gained from the course.

      Interestingly, the Dale Carnegie program began to be franchised in the late 1930s, but was headquartered in Garden City, New York for many years. It was coincidental that Garden City was Dad’s home for over 40 years. The Dale Carnegie course, Public Speaking and Human Relations, began in 1912. Having studied how people interact, Carnegie developed a series of principles on how to live enjoyably throughout life, including how to handle people, making people like you, winning people to your way of thinking, changing people without giving offense or resentment, and making your home life happier. Pretty encompassing, wouldn’t you say? Dale Carnegie died in 1955. Today, more than 55 years later, the program still goes on. Over 8 million men and women are graduates of the program, offered today around the world. Those who are cynical about the program need only look at the list of corporate clients to know how the Carnegie program is viewed in the business world. Everyone should read “How to Win Friends and Influence People”, not for light reading, but as a textbook for living. Dad did, and used its principles effectively throughout his life.

      After a short time at Macy’s, Dad took his education and experience to another company. His mother had asked him to come and help out with the family business, which of course, he did. Famous Bathrobe, later to become Stern Brothers, needed someone to put a sales force together, especially in these hard times. Becoming its sales manager, and beginning his traveling schedule, Dad visited as many buyers and merchandise managers as he could. In October 1937, he met Elinor Green, the infants’ buyer for Stix, Baer and Fuller, a premier department store in St. Louis. She had relocated from Lit Brothers department store in Philadelphia when her boss took a new job at Stix. From her comments, she wasn’t impressed with Mr. Stern. He continued as sales manager until March 1941.

      As the end of the decade approached, the world was standing on the precipice of another war. A rearmed Germany while proclaiming its non-belligerent intentions, had already completed its annexation of its bordering states, the German speaking nationalities, and undoing the Versailles Treaty’s attempt to buffer Germany from a repeat of the previous war. Italy had entered Africa. The Japanese had increased its military presence in China, and had increased its naval fleet and its army.

      I have tried to imagine what a young man would be feeling about his world at that time. The Depression wasn’t over, there were serious issues in the world. Was a pattern emerging that was so clear to the ordinary person to prompt action? Concern? Was America facing a new war in Europe, or would we stay neutral? Was the war all-encompassing in daily thought, or did he go about his regular business proverbially watching over his shoulder? In today’s world, anything that happens in the world is available instantaneously and constantly. In 1939, the world depended on radio and newspapers. Did the government keep information from public dissemination, as it does today? Probably. Most likely, people did what they had to do, and remained concerned but not involved. Yet.

      Early in 1939, in a speech to the Reichstag, Hitler warned that if “Jewish financiers” cause Germany to be attacked, “the result will be annihilation of Jews in Europe.” Increasing numbers of refugees caused the British to issue its “White Paper”, restricting immigration to Palestine, in spite of its previous declaration in favor of a Jewish homeland. The passenger ship “St. Louis”, with 907 Jewish refugees aboard, was denied permission to dock in the US, or anywhere else, forcing the ship to return to Europe. Diplomatic efforts allowed the passengers to disembark in Antwerp, Belgium, and then they made their way to other countries. Records indicate that over 200 of the passengers died later at the hands of the Nazis. This event became the subject of a book and film, “Voyage of the Damned”. A passenger on that ill-fated trip was the father of one of my professors at Cornell, Gerd Korman, who described his own childhood memories of this time in “Nightmare’s Fairy Tale”.

      In two speeches, Neville Chamberlain warned Hitler that Britain would not tolerate expansion into other countries, and said that an attack on France would be treated as an attack on Britain. Just like WWI. Later in the year, he guaranteed that Poland’s independence would be protected. To assuage Britain, Germany and Poland signed a non- aggression act to forgo armed conflict. In the background, Hitler had instructed the military to prepare for the war in Poland. The Spanish Civil War ended, with Franco in power. Italy invaded Albania. Germany and Italy signed what Mussolini called the “Pact of Steel”. Russian foreign minister Molotov and German foreign minister Ribbentrop met and agreed on the division of Eastern Europe.

      During the 1930s, scientific research advanced toward the creation of atomic energy, yet another set of events that would impact this generation. A Hungarian physicist in London, waiting to cross the street, had a thought devising a means to create a nuclear chain reaction. His name was Leo Szilard. His friend, Albert Einstein left Germany, as did so many Jewish scientists, and went to America. Szilard would follow. In Germany, proof of nuclear fission was published by Otto Hahn. As nuclear research progressed successfully, Albert Einstein sent a letter to the President, emphasizing the probability that German scientists were developing an atomic bomb, and urging that America begin a project to build one first. This letter was considered to be the birth of the Manhattan Project.

      The 1930s were not all bad. Ruth Wakefield invented the chocolate chip cookie, and Hostess began making “Twinkies”, to feed Dad’s sweet tooth. Scotch Tape was invented, as was the board game, Monopoly. “Gone with the Wind” was first published. At Arlington National Cemetery, honor guards were placed for the first time at the Tomb of the Unknowns, and there has been no interruption of the “Changing of the Guard” since, continuously since 1939. The first feature length animated film, complete with sound, “Snow White and the Seven Dwarves”, debuted. On Halloween, 1938, Orson Welles’ “War of the Worlds” was broadcast.

      On September 1st, Germany invaded Poland. World War Two had begun. In keeping with the agreement, Russian troops entered eastern Poland. America declared its neutrality. At Yankee Stadium, Lou Gehrig gave his last public speech. And the Baseball Hall of Fame opened in Cooperstown, NY. Dad, a Dodger fan from Brooklyn, and in his own words “not interested in the Yankees,” was still working with his parents and brothers at Famous Bathrobe.
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