

[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





Copyright © 2018 by Tom Dittmer

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®,
a Delaware corporation.

www.skyhorsepublishing.com

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file.

Cover design by Brian Peterson

Cover photo credit: Frances Schultz

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-3705-1

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-3707-5

Printed in the United States of America




To my wife, Frances;

my son, Jason, and his wife, Allison;

my daughter, Alexis;

and my grandchildren Casey, Jesse, and Piper.



[image: image]




1

JUST AN IOWA FARM BOY

We’re going to Portugal to go bird shooting,” George Barley said.

“No, George, all we do is shoot, and it costs a fortune!” I told him. “I’m not going. No. Not a chance.”

We did it anyway, because George could talk me into just about anything. We stayed at a very nice house in Alentejo, in the cork country. At that time, in the mid ’80s, most of the world’s cork came from there.

There were sixteen of us in the shooting party: King Constantine II of Greece, his wife Queen Anne-Marie, some of the Hanovers, some of the Hapsburgs, George Barley, and me. All of those European royals are related.

Dinner the first night was held in the wine cellar. Our hosts had invited fourteen of their friends, and we sat at a table long enough to seat all thirty of us. Behind each of our chairs stood a footman ready to wait on us. From one end of the table to the other were piles of fresh shellfish. At each place setting were two silver buckets, one for the shells, and one for the wine. The footmen emptied our shells and refilled our glasses frequently.

The next morning the men went shooting, and the women followed later in horse-drawn carriages. We all met in the field for elevenses, which is a light snack and tea served at eleven o’clock. Then we all returned to the house, where we had drinks outside under the trees and waited for lunch. Suddenly these amazing, fancy white horses began trotting out, and I couldn’t believe it. They were the Lipizzan stallions! Honest to God, it was the Spanish Riding School of Vienna. The Hapsburgs, relatives of some in our shooting party, developed the Lipizzan breed in the sixteenth century.

I was blown away. I had never seen anything like it in my life. I had never had dinner with a king, with a footman at each chair; I had never had elevenses; and I had never been to a lunch where the Spanish Riding School was the entertainment.

Hey! I’m just an Iowa farm boy.


2

THE EARLY DAYS

My mother, Evelyn Jewel Robertson, lived with her mother, father, brothers, and sister on a farm in Hawarden, Iowa, near the South Dakota border. When my mother was thirteen years old, her mother died of a heart attack. Her older sister, Irene, had left the farm and moved to Kentucky to get married, and that left my mother to cook three meals a day and do the laundry for her family and the hired hands, all while attending school. She rode a horse to a one-room schoolhouse early every morning, and those Midwestern winters were cold!

A few years later, Mother met Marlin Dittmer, who lived with his Aunt Myrtle in Ireton, a few miles down the road. Marlin’s mother had died soon after he was born, and his father was killed in a car accident when Marlin was thirteen. Marlin was three years older than my mother and hadn’t had much guidance in life. He was a drinker and a bad boy, which my mother liked. She also liked the idea of getting off the farm.

They had sex once and she became pregnant at sixteen. They got married because that’s just what you did then. She was seventeen when I was born and she never graduated from high school. The year was 1942. Marlin left soon after my birth to join the Navy, and my mother and I moved into a small apartment above a dry cleaner in Hawarden.

My parents divorced by the time I was a year old. As it turned out, I would only see Marlin a few times in my life. The concept of being raised by a single parent never occurred to me as a child, though. The biggest stigma my mother was forced to endure came when she had to go on welfare for six months. They called it “subsistence” then, and nobody talked about it much in those days. How poor were you that you were taking money from the government? God, it was the worst and it was shameful. She was finally able to go off subsistence after she got a job at the dry cleaners downstairs.

When I was just a year old, I contracted polio, though it wasn’t properly diagnosed at the time. They thought I had pediatric rheumatoid arthritis. I cried constantly and I couldn’t walk like a one-year-old should be able to. My legs hurt, my knees were swollen, and every night my mother put hot packs on my legs to try to ease the pain. By the time I was three, it just went away. Ten years later, they diagnosed me as having non-paralytic polio. Fortunately, the only effect that lingered was on my running. I was never fast. When I was in the Army, I could jog up to twelve miles with a heavy pack on my back, but if I had to sprint, I was slow.

I started stuttering from the time I could talk. Everyone in my family said, “Oh, he thinks faster than he can speak.” It wasn’t until I went to school that the teasing started.

I remember going a couple of times to visit with Aunt Myrtle and Grandpa Dittmer, and to see Marlin, in Le Mars, about thirty miles away. Aunt Myrtle was an old maid who lived to be 103. Grandpa Dittmer was seventy-five years older than I was to the day. He was the only one on Marlin’s side of the family that my mother really liked. She thought he was a wonderful man.

Grandpa Dittmer came to Iowa in 1860, right before the start of the Civil War. He built four farms and became rich. Before the Depression, he sold his farms to his relatives, but they stiffed him on the deals because no one had any money.

One summer when I was about five, Marlin came to visit me for about an hour. Just before he left, he told me, “I’ll send you a red cowboy suit.”

I went home and told my mother, “I’m going to get a red cowboy suit.” And for one year I asked about that cowboy suit every single day. Finally, my mother, who had no extra money, bought one and said it was from him. It wasn’t until I was an adult that I found out that she just couldn’t take my disappointment. I didn’t see Marlin again until I was eighteen.

That was when I began to understand that when you tell someone you’re going to do something, you’d better do it.
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THE FARM

The farm in Hawarden was a big part of my early life. Grandpa Robertson lived on the farm. My aunts, uncles, and eight cousins all lived nearby. We could go to any of the aunts’ and uncles’ houses and have breakfast, lunch, or dinner anytime. The only downside was they would make me take a bath, which I didn’t want to do.

We never took a vacation; we just went to the farm and to see our relatives. My mother’s sister Irene lived in Kentucky and occasionally we would take the train to visit her. That was a big deal. But every summer we’d all go back to the farm. Sometimes there were three boys in one bed, so it wasn’t exactly comfortable on those hot summer nights. There wasn’t a bathroom upstairs in the farmhouse, so we were supposed to use the honey pot when nature called. But we didn’t. We’d just piss out the window through the screen. Once, Aunt Virginia asked us, “Are you boys peeing out the window?” Oh, no, no, no. Of course there was a big hole in the screen from all the acid in our urine. They changed the screen and threatened to kill us if we ever did it again.

Aunt Irene was married to Ted Newman. Ted’s Uncle Charlie was one of those guys afflicted with that disease where he’d say he was going for a pack of cigarettes and be gone for six months. He used shoe polish on his hair so you couldn’t tell he was going gray. Charlie was married to a good-looking nurse, and Grandpa Robertson was schtupping her. It was a big scandal.

Charlie would tell us terrifying stories about civet cats that lived in the basement. For extra effect, he would tap on the bottom of the table and move the floorboards with his feet. We were six petrified little boys who wouldn’t sleep for days afterward. Then he’d say, “I’m going to get a pack of cigarettes,” and he’d be gone again.

All of my cousins smoked, but I never did because my mother smoked and I thought it was disgusting.

When we got older, Uncle Paul would take us coon hunting. He had a dog, Ring, who smelled terrible, and every time Ring saw me, he would jump up on me, knock me over, and lick me. When we’d go hunting, Uncle Paul would holler, “Talk to me, Ring, talk to me.” The dog would howl and you could tell by the howl if he was on a scent or had something treed. That howl made the hair on the back of your neck stand up. A full moon on the snow and a howling dog was enough to make you quiver. It scared me to death, but I loved every minute of it. I mean all I did was walk along, colder than hell, but boy, I thought that was heaven. I was out with all the kids and my uncle, coon hunting at night with Ring. That feeling has never left me after all these years.

Paul was a big, good-looking guy, and in the summer he would get out his big bowie knife, point at me, and say, “Anybody want to go fishing? Tom, come here. Let’s cut some worm off you so we can go fishing.” I was terrified and I’d run like crazy. My mother would get mad at him but everyone else thought it was hysterical. Maybe the fear of Paul trimming my wiener to use for bait is why I hate fishing today.

In the summer we’d shoot squirrels and pull weeds out of the soybeans. There were probably 200 acres of soybeans, and we’d get paid a dime a row. And those were some long rows. In the early mornings, when the adults were in the kitchen making breakfast, we’d go into the garden and eat watermelon and cantaloupe right off the vine. I hated beets, but when you pulled them out of the ground and knocked the dirt off of them, they were juicy and sweet. That’s what we had for breakfast most days, and we thought it was great.

On Saturday the whole family would go into town, about fifteen miles away. That was a big event. But first we had to take baths. There was running water in the house, but it was cold, so first you’d have to boil the water on the wood stove. Then, after everyone was clean, we’d jam ourselves into the cars and head into town.

Every Sunday the whole family went to the Baptist Church. My mother used to say, “You know who is sitting in the front row? All those bankers who put all these poor farmers out of business.” We kids would tell the adults that we were going to sit in the balcony, and then we’d sneak out and steal Grandpa’s car. It was a 1949 Ford, and my job was to lie on the floor in the front seat and hold the foil gum wrapper on the starter so it would start. We could have used a rubber band, but since they had me, that was my job. Then one of the cousins would drive us up and down the alleys, smoking Grandpa’s cigarettes, which of course they had also stolen. I thought that was the coolest thing. We’d take the car back to the church, but sometimes we’d have to park in a different spot from where we got it. Grandpa never said a word about the cigarettes or the car.

The outhouse at the farm was a “two-holer.” Our toilet paper was pages torn from the Sears and Montgomery Ward catalogs, but we saved the lingerie ads to look at while we were on the john. Then the discussion amongst the boys would revolve around which catalog had the better lingerie section. I always thought it was Montgomery Ward. One time we thought we saw a nipple—that was good for about a week’s discussion.

One day I was down by the creek with my cousins and they were talking about the birds and the bees. They were three or four years older than I was, and they were describing how babies were made, about putting the penis in the lady.

“No, no, no,” I said. “My mother told me God puts the seed inside the woman and that’s how you get a baby.” They all laughed like crazy, so hard they fell over. So later I went to my mother and asked, “Mom, how does the seed get in there?”

“God puts it in there,” she said.

“No,” I told her. “Roger said that a man sticks his wiener in there, and boom, that’s the seed.”

“Well, that’s how God does it,” she said. End of discussion.

That was life on the farm. We’d go back there every summer until I started driving, and then I didn’t want to go as much.
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FATHERS

When I was in first grade, one of the first things I was asked in class was “What does your father do?”

“I don’t have a father,” I said, and everyone laughed at me. I was humiliated because I didn’t know that I had a father.

“You go home and ask your mother,” my teacher said.

At that point, I didn’t even know fathers, as such, existed. I was never told anything good, bad, or indifferent; Marlin was a non-event. I had my whole family at the farm, and I had my Aunt Myrtle and Grandpa Dittmer on that side of the family. No one really talked about Marlin except for Aunt Myrtle, who would occasionally say he was a wonderful guy.

I went home and talked to my mother. “You never said I had a father,” I told her.

“Why are you asking?” she asked me.

“I told them in school that I didn’t have a father and they all laughed,” I said.

“You have a father,” she said.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

“Because he’s not here,” she said. And that was that.

It didn’t occur to me to ask my mother why he wasn’t around anymore. I had a large family, and I felt loved all the time. Hell, I was in good shape.

My mother was strong and meaner than a junkyard dog. She was 6'2", broad shouldered, and at 200 pounds she was skinny. I guess she was pretty, because everyone used to say so. She and Aunt Irene both had very large breasts, and when they would hug me, oh my God, it was the most secure place in the world. It never occurred to me that anything bad could happen to me, so I guess that’s why I didn’t miss having a father.

There was a bully in my first grade class who always threatened to beat me up. I was small, couldn’t run fast, and I stuttered, which made me an easy target. My mother would see me running home from school and ask me why.

“Because the bully is going to beat me up,” I said.

“Well,” she told me, “tomorrow you’re gonna have to confront the bully. Because if you run home again, I’m going to spank you.”

When the bully walked out of the schoolhouse the next day, I popped him, and he beat the shit out of me. But then he wanted to be my best friend. After that I got to walk home, and I was fine.
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SIOUX CITY

My mother needed to earn more money, so we moved to Sioux City when I was in the third grade. On the first day of school they asked me my name and I sang it, because for some reason stutterers are able to sing their words without stuttering. Then they asked me why I was singing. So, instead of singing, I stuttered out my name, which made a terrible first impression on my new classmates. I never volunteered to speak up in class again. I didn’t know the answers anyway, because I had a hard time reading, but even if I had known the answers they would have been too hard for me to get out.

Every day at two o’clock they would come and get me and take me to the Special Ed class. There was a girl with Down’s syndrome, one or two other boys with special needs, and me. Being eight years old and in a Special Ed class every day for stuttering did not, unfortunately, help me with my stuttering. There wasn’t a day that my being collected for Special Ed wasn’t followed by a snicker in my classroom.

I didn’t have any friends when we first moved to Sioux City, so I usually played alone after school. The apartment where we lived had a ledge that ran all around the building. It was about six feet off the ground, and I would walk around that ledge pretending it was very dangerous and I was a hero rescuing some damsel in distress. It was a huge deal to me to be a hero.

The worst thing I remember about that first year in Sioux City was when my mother gave me a dollar and asked me to go to the store to buy her some thread. Somewhere along the way I lost the dollar, and when I went home and told her, she cried. My mother was not a crier. Losing a dollar was a very big deal because even though my mother worked all day long there was never any money left.

By the time that I went to North Junior High, I had made a few friends. I was never a very good athlete, and I was still small for my age because I was always sick. They finally took out my tonsils when I was fifteen, and I grew six or seven inches in one year and then kept growing all the way through college. I was an inch taller when I graduated college than I was when I enrolled. As in elementary school, I still had trouble reading and I still stuttered, but the kids weren’t making fun of me anymore. Well, one still was: the preacher’s son. We were in ninth grade, and he was a big kid for his age. I hit him once, and he hit me back so hard he knocked me over the bicycle rack. Then he helped me up and said, “That’s enough. We’re going to be best friends.” But I didn’t want to be his best friend because I thought he was a schmuck.

When television came to Sioux City, TV trays and Swanson’s TV dinners came out. If the adults were there, something good was on TV, and the rabbit ears didn’t work, I’d have to put aluminum foil on the antennae and stand there and hold them. It was the same deal as lying on the floor of my grandpa’s car and holding the foil on the starter. Ed Sullivan was big back then, and so was Sid Caesar. There weren’t many shows, and they came on at five o’clock and ended at nine. TV was a big deal.

When I was in junior high school, my mother worked successively as a waitress at the Turn Inn, then at a deli, and then as a checker in the grocery store. She’d be at work all day, and when I came home from school there would always be a list of things she wanted me to do to keep busy and out of trouble: wash dishes, dust, vacuum, and anything else she could think of. When she came home there would be an inspection. Every now and then I’d lift up the rug and push a little dirt under it, but she always found it. She gave me the chores because she wanted me home and not hanging around someplace else. Even though she was busy working, she knew where I was every hour of the day.

My mother and I were a family, and she was as affectionate with me as she was tough on me. We ate dinner every night at home and had breakfast together every morning. Then she would go off to work and I would go to school. We didn’t have much, but I never thought about money. I was never hungry and most of the time I thought life was great.

I worked in the cafeteria in junior high and all the way through high school so that I could get a free thirty-five-cent lunch. I washed dishes and did anything else they wanted me to do. The only good thing about it, besides the free lunch, was that I always had clean hands. They looked like prunes at the end of the day, but they were clean.

When I was thirteen, I took some little boy’s candy at Halloween. The boy told his mother, and she called mine. As I was coming home that day, I saw my mother waiting for me on the steps. “What?” I asked.

“You bullied that little boy and took his candy. I’m so disgusted with you that I can’t stand it. Come here!” she demanded.

I started running, but she chased me. Boom. We were in the front yard, where everyone could see. She grabbed me and spanked the living shit out of me right there.

“Now, get outta my sight,” she said. “Get in the house and go to bed.” Ooh, she was mad, but I deserved it.

One day, when I was fourteen, I was riding my bike down this big hill. At the bottom of the hill sat the store where my mother worked as a checker. I always rode down that hill as fast as I could. To make the corner at the bottom, I’d lean my bike all the way over and just keep going. It just so happened that on that day, at that exact moment, a lady came out of the grocery store holding a bag in each arm. Her back was to me as I was racing down the hill, and as I passed her, my handlebar grazed one of the bags. The bag flipped up and the groceries went flying. Her bread landed on the hood of her car, and a bottle of Clorox flew up into the air and smashed on the ground. I kept going for about a half a block, and I was laughing so hard that I literally fell off my bike onto someone’s lawn. After a couple of minutes, I got back on my bike and went back to see if the lady was okay.

When I arrived on the scene there was a big commotion, and the store manager was out there with the lady.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I think my Clorox exploded,” she said.

“Oh, I’ve heard of that before,” I said. Yeah, right.

The store manager looked at her like she was crazy.

“Lady,” he said, “Clorox doesn’t explode.”

“Well, mine did!” she said.

And I, ever helpful, said, “I’ve heard of that before!”

Luckily my mother didn’t see any of this!

Once, when I was fifteen, I stole my mother’s car. You’d think I would have learned by that time not to mess with her. She had gone out with some friends, and I just decided to take her car. I drove around on back roads so no one would see me. I came home and pulled her car back into the garage and wiped it down so it was spotless. But now I was worried, so at about five o’clock I got out the push mower and started mowing the lawn. By the time I was finished and went back inside, my mother was sitting at the kitchen table drinking a cup of coffee.

“Do you have anything you want to tell me?” she asked me.

I start crying right away. “I stole the car!”

“That’s fine,” she says, “I know.”

“How?”

“I’ve been looking at you for the last few months,” she said, “and I knew you were going to steal the car. So every day I made a chalk mark behind the tire. And I knew that if that chalk mark wasn’t there, you took the car. Now if you had lied to me, you wouldn’t have liked it. You wouldn’t be out of this house again for six months. But you didn’t lie. It’s over. And don’t ever do it again.”
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SIXTEEN

Igot my driver’s license at sixteen, and I really wanted a car. My mother said if I got a B average in school and no Ds, somehow we’d get a car. I found school to be really hard because I was a slow reader. In those days, dyslexia and reading problems weren’t really talked about. Achieving a B average was going to be a challenge for me.

Somehow I did it. My mother looked at me and said, “Why were you getting Ds and Fs for all this time, and then, when there’s a car involved, you get all Bs?”

“Because I really want the car,” I told her.

I had a little money saved up, and with my mother’s help we bought a used 1955 Ford two-door for $500. It was so cool. It had a black interior with ugly, multi-colored seat covers, but I didn’t care. I loved it. After a while I earned more money and put on dual exhaust pipes.

I worked after school and on weekends at Chef Burger in Sioux City. Then, the summer after I turned sixteen, I got a job unloading trucks for American Produce. I worked twelve hours a day for $1 an hour, but on Saturday I earned $1.50 an hour, and on Sunday $2. I could make $1,000 working three months in the summer. That was a lot of money in those days, especially for a family like ours.

American Produce sold eggs to companies like Kraft Foods and Pillsbury. They sold frozen whites and frozen yolks separately, sugared, salted, or plain. Those kinds of businesses no longer exist today because today the baking companies do it all themselves.

My job was to unload cartons from the trucks and take them into the cooler. When the eggs were needed, I’d go into the cooler, load up a dolly, and take them into the egg-breaking room. The women in the egg-breaking room were from the Winnebago tribe of Native Americans. There would be fifty of them lined up in front of a conveyor belt, and they’d take the eggs and break them on a blade. The yolk would fall into a cup under the blade, and the whites would run off. They’d tap the cup and it would pop the yolk into a bucket to be frozen. The whites would go via a vacuum tube into a tank to be mixed with sugar or salt, then separated into buckets for freezing. I’d take the full buckets into the freezer, where the eggs would be flash frozen. I’d just be wearing a T-shirt but I’d have a pair of heavy gloves on. Otherwise my hands would stick to things and tear the skin off. If I worked fast enough, I didn’t get cold.

Every now and then I’d walk into the cooler and catch people having sex on top of the egg cartons. Then the women would tease me: “You want to get some of this, honey?” Oh, no, thank you. They thought it was funnier than I did.

The scariest thing that happened was when one of the truck drivers thought he’d have a little fun with me. I had bent down to get a box of eggs off the floor, and he put his boot on my head, pinning me down. I said, “What are you doing?” as I tried to move my head out from under his foot. Another guy, Jerry Grover, came over and said, “Leave him alone.” They had words, and Jerry Grover beat the shit out of him—I mean, something terrible. And when the truck driver was splayed out on the floor, Jerry cut him with a church key, the kind used to open beer cans. Then the fellas sprinkled a little sawdust over the bloody spots on the floor and we all went back to work. Needless to say, the guy didn’t bother me again.

The next summer, when I turned seventeen, I got a job digging ditches for Iowa Public Service, earning $1.75 an hour. I would also get overtime. Anything over forty hours was double time, which was big.

I had a lot of girlfriends in high school, but I never dated any one girl more than about three times because I didn’t want to be rejected. I’d finally gotten taller, but I still stuttered. I was at the bottom of my class. I had a letterman’s jacket but no letter. I had no prospects and no money except for what I’d saved from my summer job. Why would anyone go out with me? I still haven’t been able to figure that out.

I always wanted to go with the other guys up to Lake Okoboji at Arnolds Park. That was where they had the amusement park with a Ferris wheel, beer joints, and girls. But I didn’t have a shot at going. My mother had rules and one of her big ones was Nothing good happens after nine o’clock at night.

“But Ma,” I would say, “everybody else gets to stay out until ten.”

“You’re not everybody else. You’re going to be home at nine.”

The school closest to where we lived was a Catholic school. That was a no-go zone because we were Baptists, and there was tremendous prejudice against Catholics in those days. All the guys really wanted to go there anyway because we thought Catholic girls were hot. Later in life, I met guys from the Catholic school and they said, “You guys had all the hot girls at your school.” Wherever you weren’t, that’s where all the hot girls were.

All I thought about back then was girls. One night I had a date with one of the prettiest girls in the school. I didn’t know she had a reputation for being fast. We started out at the drive-in but ended up in a cornfield. I got my foot stuck in the steering wheel, and the whole thing was pretty much a disaster, but we had done the deed.

Afterward, we went and got a pizza and some Cokes. I told her how wonderful everything was, and then I took her home. It was my first time, but it wasn’t hers. When I got home and walked into the house, my mother asked, “How was it?”

“What?”

“How was sex tonight?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said as I walked into the bathroom.

I walked out and my mother said, “Well?”

“Mom!”

Years later I asked my mother how she knew I’d had sex that night.

“Easy,” she said. “Every other time you came home from a date, you went from the back door to the icebox. That time you went from the back door straight to the bathroom. You were checking to see if everything was in order. So I knew.”
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POP

After losing my virginity, the second biggest thing that happened to me in my sixteenth year was Ray Friedman. My mother had never had a man in our house until then. Although I had never seen him, Ray owned American Produce, where I worked in the summers. The facility was located across the street from the deli where my mother worked, and Ray would go in there every day for coffee. I first met him when he came to our apartment to pick my mother up for a date.

“You want a cigarette?” he asked me.

“No,” I said. “I’m sixteen. I don’t smoke.”

“Oh,” he said. “Good, yeah, good.” He was so nervous.

Pop—as I came to call him—was over six feet tall, had red wavy hair, a dimple on his chin, and a big grin. I liked him instantly. He grew up the son of a Jewish chicken broker in a low-income neighborhood of Sioux City. His parents had taught him the chicken and egg business, and his friend Ben Shapiro used to say that Pop had been raised in the back of an egg truck.

When Pop grew up, he bought a used egg truck and created American Produce. One of the things his company did was supply chickens to US servicemen stationed in Korea. In March 1952, Pop and his three brothers-in-law, who had put in the money to start the business, were indicted for selling Grade B chickens to the Army as Grade A. If there was any cut in the chicken’s skin, it was automatically a Grade B. And if someone had a truckload of chickens and just nine or ten of them had tiny cuts in their skin, the whole truckload was to be counted legally as Grade B. Pop and his brothers-in-law didn’t think that was fair.

Even so, Pop’s lawyers told him to plead guilty. They thought the judge would just give him a slap on the wrist and maybe a fine. But instead the judge decided to make an example of Pop. “You’re trying to poison our men in the armed services,” the judge said. “You’re going to go to jail for five years.” He also fined Pop $10,000 and paroled the three brothers-in-law. Pop was sent to Leavenworth, went through a series of unsuccessful legal appeals, and ended up in a prison in Seagoville, Texas. Turns out the judge was completely anti-Semitic. They even had him on tape saying things like “I’ll teach that kike sonofabitch,” but for whatever reason that was never allowed into the court record.
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