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			Preface

			I spent the first half of my working life serving as a physician, a geriatrician—a specialist in the care of the old. Close observation and professional training have schooled me in the many and varied difficulties that can accompany entry into old age. My practice also revealed how heavily our society’s blatant and unapologetic ageism weighs upon young and old alike. It is customary in our time for people to console themselves with the belief that age is simply a state of mind. When they close their eyes, millions of people can still hear Joni Mitchell singing,“We are stardust. We are golden.”

			Years spent in the company of very old people offered me a unique perspective from which to view the difficulties that accompany youth. The elders I cared for generously shared their most poignant memories with me, and their lived experience helped me grasp a handful of truths about my life and the world in which I live. The stories elders told me also led me to ask questions about the future of my generation. What stories would we be eager to tell as we looked back at the history through which we lived? How might time and experience change our values and our priorities? What do we still have to learn about the things that matter most?

			A half century or more now trails behind those born in the aftermath of the Second World War. Though many still deny the fact, youth slipped from their grasp a long time ago. The mirror, however, remains a teller of truth. The complicated mixture of feelings we experience when we study our own reflections is both very personal and shared by millions of our peers. These emotions are, in fact, connected to some of the most unsettling and dangerous features of contemporary culture. Out of sight, and almost always out of mind, aging is remaking us and our society. With the same gentle power that allows water to carve stone, time is having its way with those who would be forever young.

			Those born after World War II are changing in important ways, but the mythology they created about themselves remains suspended in time. As the gap between this generation and its youthful self-image picture of itself grows, so does the feeling that life is, somehow, out of balance. This conflict between mythology and reality would be incidental to current events but for the fact that the postwar generation was endowed, by history and demography, with the power to transform personal troubles into pressing public issues. The struggles of the 1960s and 1970s, which are supposed to have arisen from a generation’s fervent embrace of rebellion, were actually the product of a divisive and highly volatile conflict over the structure, function, and meaning of adulthood and maturity.

			The story of the postwar generation’s first coming of age is exceedingly well worn. For decades people have been accustomed to hearing this story being told from rooftops, televisions, and radios. Accordingly, there is a pervasive sense that nothing new can be wrung from so familiar a tale. During the years I spent caring for elders, I came to understand that the more often a story is repeated, the more likely it is that the teller is using it to conceal rather than to reveal.

			My natural disposition and professional experience have caused me to be interested in the reinterpretation of the postwar generation’s era. Because I was born in 1959 and was therefore a child during the sixties rather than a child of the sixties, I have always trailed behind the vast bulk of the postwar generation. I’ve been close to its cultural center of gravity without actually being part of its many dramas. In the conventional telling, this is a mythology that continues to celebrate a long vanished youth. I have done my best to reinterpret and extend this story because I am fascinated by the questions surrounding who these people may yet become.

			Some will ask why a physician should be so concerned with history. In fact, the art of medicine is primarily a history-taking profession. The skillful physician takes care to ask probing questions about what preceded the so-called present illness. Details of the patient’s medical history are supplemented with an occupational history; a family history; and, when necessary, a travel history. The following pages explore the developmental challenges that lie ahead of the postwar generation and in doing so cannot help but ask “How did we arrive at this moment?” This generation’s emergence out of childhood comprises a colorful and eventful period in our shared history. It also carries important clues about the cultural forces that will shape the postwar generation’s fitful journey into a new life phase, a life beyond adulthood.

			During the course of my career I have listened to hundreds if not thousands of life stories. People have tearfully confessed to me youthful sins and foibles that now lie seventy years past. I did my best to receive these stories with tenderness and compassion. The life story of an elder rightly understood offers us the distilled essence of life as one human being has lived it. All of the great story listeners in history have understood that opening one’s mind can change a familiar tale into something new, something that can change how we see the world.

			While I freely admit to its faults, biases, omissions, and errors, this book is my attempt to retell the foundational generational tale of our time. In writing this book I have done my best to unmask the lazy generational self-justifications that have been allowed to pass as conventional wisdom. I have attempted to retell the postwar generation’s now tattered story and complete it with an exciting, though yet to be realized, developmental journey that can lead the postwar generation into the uncharted terrain of life beyond adulthood. We are approaching a second great coming of age that will change how members of the postwar generation see themselves and the world in which they live. This is where they will form the legacy they will leave for those who follow in their wake.

			This is a time of new beginnings. A vast and undiscovered country beckons from what was once but is no longer a distant shore. Those willing to venture there will find an exquisite treasure of meaning and purpose that is now and will always be unavailable to the young.

			Dr. Bill Thomas

			June 5, 2013

			Ithaca, New York
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			SOMETHING’S HAPPENING

			The wheels of Continental flight 107 touch down at Newark’s Liberty International Airport, on schedule, on August 14, 2011, at 5:35 a.m. eastern daylight time. In seat 2A, fifty-three-year-old Rita Sorrentino startles awake. She groans softly, leans forward in her seat, and rubs the back of her painfully stiff neck. Experience long ago taught her that only a good night’s sleep in her own bed could relieve the dull throb in her temples. She’s been a member of the Million Mile Club for years but has never developed the knack for sleeping well on airplanes.

			She’s spent a week in Hong Kong, ten days in Sydney, and an overnight in Tokyo. Now she is almost home. Rita raises the window shade. The terminal looks smooth and sleek in the dawn’s soft pink light. She doesn’t care. She feels like shit. It has taken nearly two weeks out of her life but she’s been able to undo most of the damage the new VP of marketing had caused in a single day. He has a Harvard MBA, a big mouth, and little concern for what anyone else thinks of him. He’ll be gone before the year is out.

			The plane jerks to a stop. Rita trudges up the Jetway and heads toward baggage claim. There, she stares blankly at the carousel’s parade of black roller bags. Hers has a lime-green tag. She majored in accounting in college and joined the firm in her early thirties, a lifetime ago. Except for the year the twins were born, she’s been climbing the ladder ever since. Most of the firm’s clients had been in the New York area until two—no—three CEOs ago. That one had been big on the “Pacific Rim,” and Rita has been on a red-eye at least two or three times a month ever since.

			She finds her car and drives home.

			The house is empty, as she knew it would be. The girls are grown and out of the house; Bob will be at work until seven, at least. She stands in the shower and lets its hot rain wash the grime of travel from her body. It feels good to close her eyes. She is tired but knows that it would be a mistake to sleep. There is work to do. She wraps her hair in a towel and palms an opening in the misted mirror. Her face leaps into view and surprises her. Old. She pushes the word away and remembers the L’Oréal ad she saw on the plane. “Worried about wrinkles? We’ll help you fight back.” Fight. Yes, she would fight.

			What is she fighting?

			LIFE OUT OF BALANCE

			The world is changing and we are changing with it. We find ourselves eating faster, walking faster, and talking faster than we used to. Without knowing how or why it is so, there is always more to do and less time in which to get it done. We fill and then overfill our days. Every race goes to the swift, every contest to the aggressive, and every prize to the powerful. Without our consent, seemingly immutable concepts like “time,” “money,” and “meaning” have been stretched, compressed, and distorted as if they are being viewed in a funhouse mirror.

			The Hopi language contains a term that English needs but doesn’t have. It is an ancient and, to nonnative ears, strange-sounding word.

			koyaanisqatsi [koyα:nis'kαtsi]: life out of balance, a way of living that calls for another way of living

			We are living in a way that calls for another way of living. Many can describe the unease that steals the pleasure from our days and the sleep from our nights, but few can name its true source. The ceaseless effort to balance family and work roles that felt so natural and comfortable for so long has gradually and confusingly begun to feel constricting. It is as if one’s favorite pair of well-worn sneakers began to raise blisters on one’s heels. We blame ourselves. We blame our shoes. The fault, however, lies with the road we are traveling.

			America’s postwar generation, which consists of the nearly 80 million people born between 1946 and 1964, has, over the past half century, constructed a pervasive and self-serving mythology. This story is based on a lovingly embroidered version of the ongoing American romance with dynamism and energy. At every turn and in every particular this generational narrative celebrates the brilliance, the power, and the beauty of youth—its youth. Rita’s fealty to the virtues associated with youth and her willingness to allow a millstone of meetings, business documents, and travel to grind away the years of her life are, in large part, based on her belief in this story. Her story, and millions more like it, help us see the flaw that lies at the heart of this mistold tale. Time is passing and the postwar generation’s faith in its own boundless energy is now pressing up against a set of immutable biological and demographic facts.

			Koyaanisqatsi.

			People most often experience the conflict between the postwar generation’s mythology and life’s urgent realities as purely personal problems, but the sense that life is out of balance actually arises from profound but little understood changes in our culture. The postwar generation’s tremendous size and its position in history have endowed it with the extraordinary ability to bend, shape, and transform American culture. Over time, the changes it has inspired have nearly all served to flatter and ennoble the postwar generation’s potent and relentlessly youthful self-image. Adulthood, for example, is not what it used to be: it has been amplified. For the past forty years, members of this generation have occupied and reconstructed adulthood. Previously humdrum virtues such as reliability, productivity, and effectiveness have been magnified in the popular imagination and held up as cardinal cultural virtues.

			A SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION

			Among America’s most insightful twentieth-century sociologists, C. Wright Mills was just forty-five when he lost his life to heart disease in 1961. Throughout his brief career he sought to clarify and explain the role that society plays in shaping an individual’s life. In other words, he explored how we can best “think ourselves away” from the familiar routines of daily existence and gain access to the forces that are constantly at work. In books such as The Power Elite, White Collar, and especially, The Sociological Imagination, he charted the often hidden complexities that define life in industrial societies. While historians examine large impersonal forces and biographers dig for the telling details that best illuminate the life of an individual, Mills always sought “the vivid awareness of the relationship between experience and the wider society.” He named this perspective “the sociological imagination” and never wavered in his belief that “neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be understood without understanding both.”

			According to Mills, the most efficient way to locate the often hidden connections between “personal troubles” and “public issues” is to combine insights gained from three distinct lenses:

			History: How does a society come into being and then perpetuate itself? How does it create history and what are the stories that members of a given society tell one another about their shared past?

			Biography: How is the life cycle defined? What kinds of lives does this life cycle enable? What kinds of “possible lives” does it forbid?

			Social Structure: How do a society’s most important and powerful social structures operate and interact? How do they pull the society together? How do they drive members of a society apart?

			Unfortunately, Mills died before he could analyze the extraordinary role that the postwar generation would play in reshaping American society. What would he have made of the turbulent years that saw the postwar generation come of age? How did this unprecedented youth boom shape the events of the day, and more importantly, the decades that followed? Examining the postwar generation’s story through Mills’s carefully aligned lenses of history, biography, and social structure, we can begin to appreciate how intimately the personal and the public are connected.

			THE GENERATIONAL CRUCIBLE

			In the chemistry lab, a crucible is a vessel in which compounds are heated to and transformed by incandescent temperatures. This book employs the broader and much less technical meaning of the word.

			crucible: a test or severe trial brought about by the confluence of cultural, economic, and political forces within a society

			We are well aware of the angst that so often accompanies adolescence; the awkward, ill-defined space between childhood and ­adulthood can make daily life quite difficult. Life, during these years, almost always seems to be out of balance. Most parents know the sound of a bedroom door slamming followed by a wail of anger and self-pity. One sixteen-year-old might sneak a cigarette behind the barn, but a massive generation of young people can amplify adolescent rebellion in ways that rattle the foundations of a nation.

			The postwar generation’s size relative to the rest of the population and its position in history allowed it to inject its concerns and its obsessions directly into the heart of American culture. The postwar generation has, from the end of its childhood onward, been both the creator of and a participant in a self-referential narrative. During the years that the bulk of the postwar generation emerged out of childhood (roughly 1961–1971), young people’s private lives and personal problems erupted into the public realm. The struggle to enter into adulthood was so intense and chaotic that it led to a society-wide crucible experience.

			This was the postwar generation’s First Crucible. Few expected or could even believe that a generation born into relative peace and prosperity would come so swiftly into such pointed conflict with the settled norms and expectations of the dominant culture. This “youthquake” is remembered best for its trends, styles, and attitudes, but its true legacy has been broader and much more disruptive than is commonly understood.

			During the decades following this First Crucible, the postwar generation fashioned a new adulthood, one that was remade in its image. Like all rising generations, these young people were buoyed by a youthful vigor that led them to be aggressive and achievement-oriented. What made the postwar generation different was its remarkable capacity for altering a life stage as it moved through it. In doing so, it changed the way that people of all ages and backgrounds experience time, money, relationships, and meaning in their daily lives.

			A generation long accustomed to the advantages conferred by youth is now rounding a final and decisive corner. Compelled by the iron law of time, members of the postwar generation are now approaching the end of adulthood. The necessity of their entry into life’s third age will plunge American society into a Second Crucible. The struggle to outgrow adulthood (unlike entry into adulthood) is poorly understood and offers few culturally sanctioned milestones. Members of the postwar generation have an exceptionally limited understanding of the developmental struggle that lies ahead and little preparation for changes that will likely be even more challenging than those of the First Crucible.

			For nearly four decades, we have been reassured that adulthood is both the apex of human development and a permanent state of being. Both of these ideas are wrong. The first step down the road toward a useful understanding of life beyond adulthood will require members of the postwar generation to admit a difficult but unalterable fact—not only are they not as young as they used to be, but each morning they wake up one day older. When honestly confronted, this simple truth can generate powerful personal and cultural insights. The retelling of the postwar generation’s story that unfolds across the following pages is intended to help readers see beyond the limitations and weaknesses inherent in adulthood and begin an exploration of life beyond adulthood.

			Historical context is essential to such an effort, and so this book includes five chapters that offer a kaleidoscopic view of news, art, politics, and culture at key points in the postwar generation’s evolution. The events included are all historical facts, but as Caltech’s Robert Rosenstone has observed, “History is not a collection of details. It is an argument about what the details mean. The moment you start connecting facts into a meaningful story, you are indulging in certain forms of fiction.” Because this book endeavors to “connect facts to a meaningful story,” it does rely, at least in part, on fiction. Interwoven throughout this text are episodes, impressions, and incidents drawn from four composite biographies. The descriptions of events in the lives of the composite characters (Tom, Rita, Flo, and Melanie) are based on real life events gathered from interviews with dozens of people.

			These characters serve to dramatize the developmental turning points that have been and will be experienced in the course of a lifetime. One generation, many stories. In order to distinguish these composite biographies from historical events, they are presented in italics, and each entry will begin with the character’s name in bold type.

			Tom Whitmore (born 1946) is the son and grandson of upstate New York dairy farmers. He recalls his youth as a golden age of hard work, high school dances, and homecoming games. At his father’s urging Tom volunteered to fight in his generation’s war—Vietnam. When he returned home, he married his high school sweetheart and settled into a comfortable life on the farm. The collapse of milk prices and a taste for alcohol reshaped Tom’s life in difficult and often painful ways.

			Florence (“Flo”) Marsh (born 1950) is the daughter of a Baptist minister. Her father (like Tom’s father) served in World War II. On returning home from Europe he entered seminary and while still a young man was appointed to the pastorship of the Zion Baptist Church in Charleston, South Carolina. Flo’s mother was a loving but stern taskmaster who encouraged the development of her daughter’s academic and musical talents. Both of her parents were active participants in the Civil Rights movement.

			Rita Sorrentino (born 1956) is the granddaughter of immigrants from Italy. Her mother’s mother came to live with them when “Nonno” died. Italian was the language of home, while English was spoken at work and school. She grew up in Vineland, New Jersey, surrounded by a large and fractious extended family. From spelling tests to cheerleading to her job at the public pool’s concession stand, Rita always felt the need to outdo her peers.

			Melanie Weber (born 1961) is the daughter of a nurse and a luthier, and her roots plunge deep into the hills of Appalachia. Her father thought that there might be a better market for his instruments in the city, and so her parents moved to Nashville, Tennessee, before she was born. For the rest of their lives they spoke of West Virginia as home. Her mother rose from nurse’s aide to licensed nurse to registered nurse. Every weekend of her youth, Melanie’s home echoed with mountain music made by her parents and their friends.

			•   •   •

			Something is happening in our society. There is a growing awareness that the lives we are living are, in important ways, out of balance. We are indeed living in a way that calls for another way of living. Though we rarely, if ever, think of it in such terms, we live at the intersection of history, biography, and demography, and we need access to each of these perspectives if we are going to find the true source of koyaanisqatsi. The answers we seek are hidden inside the mistold tale of a generation, the postwar generation. To find our way past the nostalgia, the lazy self-justifications, and deliberate distortions that we have so long accepted, we will need to retell this story.
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			WATSON
VERSUS SPOCK

			The postwar generation’s story begins, appropriately, with a crash. On September 3, 1929, the Dow Jones industrial average hit what was then an all-time high. This good news led economist Irving Fischer to proclaim, “Stock prices have reached what looks like a permanently high plateau.” He was spectacularly wrong. The first clouds to darken America’s blue-sky optimism arrived on October 24, “Black Thursday,” when share prices dropped 9 percent before the closing bell. The market rebounded slightly the next day. But on October 28, “Black Monday,” stocks dropped another 12 percent. The Roaring Twenties’ deathblow, delivered by a 13 percent plunge on “Black Tuesday,” made it clear that the good times were over.

			Reflecting on the hardships imposed by this era, historian Piers Brendon showed how “unemployment, hardship, strife, and fear” reinforced each other until what began as a stock market crash became “one great political thunder-cloud.” Writing in the New York Times in 1957, Henry Steele Commager remembered the Dark Valley:

			In the bright sunshine of prosperity we have tended to forget, many of us, how black the desperation was. . . . By 1932 there were 18,000,000 unemployed, but less than one-fourth of these were receiving public aid. In Gastonia, N.C., 14-year-old girls worked sixty-six hours a week for $4.95; lumber workers got 10 cents an hour; Connecticut sweatshops hired girls for $1.10 for a fifty-five hour week. From 1930 to 1933, 9,100 banks closed their doors. The president of the National Association of Manufacturers announced that the unemployed mostly didn’t want to work; Samuel Insull, with eighty-five directorships and sixty-five chairmanships, went about with a bodyguard of thirty-six men; the Morgan partners paid no income taxes during these depression years, and President Hoover said to Raymond Clapper, in February of 1931, that “If someone could get off a good joke every ten days I think our troubles would be over.”

			Unfortunately, jokes (even good ones) proved to be ineffective. The nation’s troubles continued to worsen.

			Profound economic dislocation inevitably gave life to radical political movements in the United States and around the world. The growth of revolutionary ideologies on the right and the left provoked crackdowns by those in authority. Even before the world war erupted, nativism, racism, xenophobia, and the violence they inspired delivered the most terrible blows imaginable to millions of ordinary people.

			In April of 1945 war correspondent Ernie Pyle was killed by machine-gun fire on the island of Ie Shima. His last column was found in his pocket.

			Those who are gone do not wish to be a millstone of gloom around our necks. But there are many of the living who have had burned into our brains forever the unnatural sight of cold dead men scattered over the hillsides and in the ditches along the high rows of hedge throughout the world. Dead men by mass production—in one country after another—month after month and year after year. Dead men in winter and dead men in summer. Dead men in such familiar promiscuity that they become monotonous. Dead men in such monstrous infinity that you almost come to hate them.

			Less than a month after the nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, General MacArthur presided over the signing of the Japanese surrender documents on the deck of the battleship USS Missouri. On that very day, a little more than two thousand miles away, Ho Chi Minh issued the “Declaration of Independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.” The document’s first sentence reads, “All men are created equal; they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

			One war was over and another had begun.

			America’s passage through the Dark Valley had required the mass mobilization of society and compelled individuals to consistently subordinate their desires to the needs of the group. Living under the pall of dire necessity had, over the years, led people to value the habit of conformity, and society came to reward the willingness to elevate duty over self. Through it all, hardship nourished the dream that happy days would, someday, return. The postwar period’s frenzy of construction and consumerism made Americans proud, but there was another, vastly more important rebuilding effort under way. The Dark Valley’s many trials instilled in millions of young postwar parents a fervent wish that their children have a better childhood than the one they had known. This desire became part of a pivotal but little-remembered struggle between two radically different visions of child rearing put forth by two very different men.

			•   •   •

			A finance columnist publishing under the pen name Sylvia performed the first recorded mating of the terms baby and boom. In 1951 she wrote, “Take the 3,548,000 babies born in 1950. Bundle them into a batch, bounce them all over the bountiful land that is America. What do you get? Boom. The biggest, boomiest boom ever known in history.” The “babies” were to become, oddly enough, the first generation to be defined primarily by their parents’ fertility. The generation’s eventual 80 million babies were living proof that, at long last, America had emerged from a dark valley.

			The flush of postwar affluence led young parents to seek out new sources of guidance. Where child-rearing advice was once offered face-to-face, with grandparents in a position of preeminence, the increased physical mobility of families and the rise of credentialed “experts” often led postwar parents to distrust their own instincts and seek professional advice from popular books on the subject. Members of the white middle class were especially eager to seek the advice of professional authorities and then conduct their parenting in accordance with that counsel.

			These circumstances led to an interesting and unexpected natural experiment that pitted two distinctively different sets of child-rearing practices against each other. Both of these practices were based on unstated, but highly idealized, cultural agendas. One approach elevated the virtues of science, authority, control, and obedience. The other relied upon and set about to strengthen the natural good judgment of loving parents.

			DR. WATSON

			The postwar era’s champion of top-down autocratic child-rearing protocols was born the son of an alcoholic, womanizing, hard-luck farmer and his long-suffering, deeply religious wife. In 1878, the year of John Watson’s birth near Greenville, South Carolina, few would have guessed that this child would, one day, launch the field of behavioral psychology, transform America’s approach to parenting children, and invent the practice of “branding” products.

			After earning his doctorate at the University of Chicago, Watson joined the department of psychology at Johns Hopkins in 1908. His ambition and intelligence fueled a career that made him chairman of the department when he was still in his thirties. Credited with being the first to build and use mazes for the study of learning and behavior, his invention set off a rat maze craze that led one rival to grump that “psychology is becoming the psychology of white rats.”

			This work also led Watson to ask why, if the behavior of rats could be understood without employing the concepts of consciousness or free will, the same might not also be true of human beings. He soon shifted his focus from rats to babies and began conducting “behaviorist” experiments on very young children. The most famous (or infamous) of these studies was conducted on a healthy nine-month-old boy who later became known as “Little Albert.”

			Watson began his work with Albert by demonstrating that the boy “had no negative response when presented with a white rat but cried and withdrew his legs when researchers clanged a metal bar with a hammer just behind his head.” Watson then paired the loud noise with the appearance of the white rat. Not surprisingly, Little Albert soon began to cry when the rat appeared even when there was no loud noise. Watson discovered that the child’s fearfulness quickly “generalized” to other white furry objects, including a Santa mask and (no surprise here) Watson’s own white hair. Mercifully, the boy’s mother removed him from the study before Watson could carry the experiment any further.

			Soon after he published the results of the Little Albert experiments, Watson was caught up in a scandal involving one of his female students. The university formally, and quite euphemistically, accused him of conducting “unauthorized research on the human sexual response.” The student in question became Watson’s second wife soon after the professor’s dismissal, and the newlyweds left Baltimore for New York. There Dr. Watson took a job as vice president of the J. Walter Thompson advertising agency.

			Determined to bring modern scientific methods to the business of marketing, he persuaded the agency to conduct blindfolded “taste tests” with smokers and found that only one in ten could actually taste the difference between brands. People, Watson concluded, were prone to creating irrational associations between the products they purchased and certain very specific emotions. The advertiser’s job, he argued, was to identify and deepen these associations. Watson’s radical concept of “brand loyalty” transformed American business. He went on to guide advertising campaigns on behalf of Camel cigarettes, Johnson’s Baby Powder, and Pond’s Extract.

			During Watson’s years as an advertising executive he also wrote a handbook on child rearing. Titled Psychological Care of Infant and Child, it was published in 1928 and quickly became a best seller. As late as the 1950s and 1960s it was still common to hear those who had been the parents of young children during the 1930s and 1940s dispensing Watsonian advice. Watson offered stern warnings against “spoiling” children with excessive displays of affection. He believed that parents should let wailing babies “cry it out.” Rereading his book, one has little doubt that if today’s parents diligently followed his commandments, they would soon find the people from Child Protective Services on their doorstep.

			It is a serious question in my mind whether there should be individual homes for children—or even whether children should know their own parents. There are undoubtedly much more scientific ways of bringing up children, which will probably mean finer and happier children.

			Here is the schedule for a typical day in a Wastonian home.

			Children should be awakened at 6:30 A.M. for orange juice and a pee. Play ’til 7:30. Breakfast should be at 7:30 sharp; at 8:00 they should be placed on the toilet for twenty minutes or less ’til bowel movement is complete. Then follow up with a verbal report. The child should then play indoors ’til 10:00 A.M., after 10:00 outside, a short nap after lunch, then “social play” with others. In the evening a bath, quiet play until bedtime at 8:00 sharp.

			Watson also placed severe limits on the expression of affection by parents toward their children.

			Treat them as though they were young adults. Dress them; bathe them with care and circumspection. Let your behavior always be objective and kindly firm. Never hug and kiss them, never let them sit on your lap. If you must, kiss them once on the forehead when they say good night. Shake hands with them in the morning. Give them a pat on the head if they have made an extraordinarily good job on a difficult task. Try it out. In a week’s time you will find how easy it is to be perfectly objective with your child and at the same time kindly. You will be utterly ashamed of the mawkish, sentimental way you have been handling it.

			Watson viewed children as complex and little-understood machines that, with proper management, could be molded into the form their parents (or society) thought best. He believed, most of all, in the power of science to guide human interactions. “No one today,” he concluded, “knows enough to raise a child. . . . Radium has had more scientific study put upon it in the last fifteen years than has been given to the first three years of infancy since the beginning of time.” Despite, or perhaps because of this cold, imperious bluster, another voice was preparing itself to be heard—one that would reduce the estimable Dr. John Watson to a dusty historical footnote.

			DR. SPOCK

			Benjamin McLane Spock was born in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1903, the same year that John Watson earned his PhD. The oldest of six children, Spock is said to have taken an active role in the care of his numerous younger siblings. Originally intent upon becoming an architect, he decided to become a pediatrician after spending a summer working at a camp for disabled children. While enrolled at Yale as an undergraduate, the six-foot-four Spock qualified as a member of the rowing crew that won a gold medal at the 1924 Olympics in Paris. Five years later, he graduated from Columbia University’s medical school and began his training in pediatrics. Dr. John Watson’s book on childcare was highly regarded by the faculty at the hospital where Spock trained.

			Spock found that, practically speaking, many of the questions that young parents brought to him had a psychological basis, so he enrolled in a six-year psychoanalytic training program. When he finished, he was the only “baby doctor” in America who had also trained in psychiatry. He established his medical practice in the depth of the Depression and, for many years, found it hard to make ends meet. Daily practice as a pediatrician led Spock to place a premium value on the mother-child bond and he encouraged the mothers who consulted him to cuddle their babies and show them affection because “every baby needs to be smiled at, talked to, played with, fondled—gently and lovingly.” Mothers should be “natural and comfortable with and enjoy their babies.”

			Working during the evenings and with the dedicated assistance of his first wife, the former Jane Cheney, Spock wrote an American classic. The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care (1946) was composed mostly of insights drawn from his practice of medicine. “I never looked at my records,” he said. “It all came out of my head.” Written in a friendly, reassuring style, the book was a radical departure from the precise authoritarianism favored by most childcare experts.

			Spock’s book sold nearly a million copies a year during the 1950s. It went through seven editions (the last was released shortly after his death) and was translated into thirty-nine languages. Today it ranks second only to the Bible in total number of copies sold. Spock’s mother, after reading the book for the first time, is said to have remarked, “Why, Benny, it’s quite sensible.” Baby and Child Care became the definitive child-rearing manual for the parents of the postwar generation. Indeed it was Spock’s gentle insistence that parents should be flexible and see their children as individuals in their own right that broke Watson’s iron grip on parenting advice.

			In the early years of his career, Spock’s political beliefs remained in line with those of his father, who believed that “Republicans created all the wealth in the United States, and the Democrats, incapable of creating wealth or anything else, used politics to try to cut a slice for themselves.” When President Kennedy began sending American troops to Vietnam, however, Spock became an early and insistent critic of the war. During the late 1960s, Spock intensified his opposition to the war, and in 1968, America’s pediatrician was put on trial for “illegally conspiring to aid and abet resistance to the draft.” Speaking in his own defense, he told the jury that the war was “totally illegal, immoral, unwinnable, and detrimental to the best interests of the United States.” This impassioned plea did him little good; he was convicted and would have spent two years in prison if the verdict had not been overturned on a technicality.

			Spock’s pacifism enraged conservatives, and they actively linked his supposedly permissive approach to parenting to the growing disorder and violence within the antiwar movement. Vice President Spiro Agnew denounced the “Spock-marked generation” for its individualism and lack of respect for authority. Spock’s political activism also hurt sales of Baby and Child Care, but its author was not deterred. “People have said, ‘You’ve turned your back on pediatrics,’ ” Spock said in 1992. “I said, ‘No. It took me until I was in my sixties to realize that politics was a part of pediatrics.’ ” He became the People’s Party’s candidate for president in 1972 and garnered 75,000 votes. By the time he turned eighty, he had been arrested more than a dozen times for acts of civil disobedience. He never tired of reminding audiences that “war is not healthy for babies or other living things.”

			Like all giants, Spock walked on feet made, at least in part, of clay. Feminists objected when early editions of his book uniformly referred to the caregiver as “she” and the child as “he.” The text was littered with thoughtlessly sexist clunkers such as, “My prime concern is that, back at the childhood stage, parents and schools not encourage girls to be competitive with males if that is going to make them dissatisfied with raising children, their most creative job in adulthood.” These failings were eventually corrected, but it took time and steady criticism from the emerging feminist movement to compel the change.

			Though his political allies praised him in life and after his death, the members of his immediate family held a somewhat less charitable view of Benjamin Spock. Thomas Maier larded his Dr. Spock: An American Life with unflattering quotes given by his subject’s children. One son called his father “a scary person.” Despite the counsel he gave to millions of American families, the doctor was, much like his own father, an emotionally distant parent. Jane (Cheney) Spock struggled for decades with alcoholism, prescription drug abuse, and nervous breakdowns. The divorce, after forty-eight years of marriage, and his prompt remarriage to a woman thirty years his junior, undid his image as the ideal family man.

			Whatever his personal faults and shortcomings, Spock successfully challenged and then overthrew the then-contemporary belief that experts alone possessed the scientific knowledge needed to guide children from birth to adulthood. He restored America’s faith in common sense where it matters most of all, within the home and family. His rebuttal to the “condescending, scolding [and] intimidating” child-rearing advice of his time changed our world.

			It was the Ivy League baby doctor’s daring reassurance, “Trust yourself, you know more than you think you do,” that defined parenthood in the postwar era. The chapter titles in Spock’s book, “Parents Are Human,” “Planning Your Homecoming,” “Enjoy Your Baby,” and “Diapers” seem mundane to us now, but they electrified the parents of the 1940s and 1950s. Spock’s views also supported a subversive reordering of cultural priorities. His belief that regular people could solve life’s most vexing problems sprang from his confident endorsement of both individualism and the value of thoughtful cooperation. Postwar parents responded warmly to Spock’s offer of a happier, gentler family life. They chose Spock.

			A TENSION UNRESOLVED

			Although Dr. John Watson slipped into obscurity, Spock’s victory over Watsonian ideology was never complete. The idea that children should submit to being molded by responsible adults was and remained especially attractive to the leaders of America’s most powerful institutions and corporations. Millions of people whose experiences in the Dark Valley led them to share Watson’s reflexive fear of disorder and his insistence on conformity found comfort in his strict prescriptions. In the postwar era, however, Watson’s threadbare vision of childhood was easily overpowered by Spock’s gentle wisdom. The clash between these ideologies can be seen, in retrospect, as a proxy for the tensions that were being encoded into the postwar generation’s formative experiences.

			The conflicts that erupted as members of the postwar generation began the difficult trek out of childhood and into adulthood dealt primarily with the irresolvable tensions between individualism and conformity, freedom and control. These struggles would soon develop into a fierce, sustained, and highly public struggle over the meaning, worth, and value of adulthood in the postwar era. As we will see, those who embraced Watson’s views on power and conformity would return to play another, larger, and vastly more influential role on the American stage.

		

	
		
			02
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			January

			5 Miles Davis in Ebony magazine: “Sometimes a broad will walk up and ask for an autograph and get mad because I don’t carry a pen around with me to sign one. I sign an autograph every time I make a record, that’s my signature.” 9 Tom Whitmore turns fifteen. As always, his mother bakes a chocolate birthday cake for him. After supper, his grandmother, parents, and younger sister gather round and sing for him. Outside, starlight makes the snow sparkle; icicles hang from broad, sheltering eaves. 13 Future Seinfeld star Julia Louis-Dreyfus is born. 17 In his final speech to Congress, President Dwight Eisenhower warns America of an “immense military establishment and arms industry [that] is new in the American experience. The total influence—economic, political, even spiritual—is felt in every city, every statehouse, every office in the federal government. We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or democratic processes.” 20 John F. Kennedy gives his inaugural address: “The torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans—born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace.” 23 Flo Marsh The Charleston Chronicle reports, “Florence Marsh’s performance of Claude Debussy’s “Nocturne” was the highlight of Mrs. Jordan’s Winter Piano recital. Although she is only 11 years old, Miss Marsh is already making an impression on all those who enjoy classical music. Her parents, Pastor Fred Marsh, of the First Zion Baptist Church, and his wife, the former Augusta Catlett, have every reason to be proud of this remarkable young lady.” 24 A judge in Mexico grants playwright Arthur Miller and actress Marilyn Monroe a divorce on the grounds of incompatibility.

			February

			2 Stanley Ann Dunham, an eighteen-year-old student at the University of Hawaii, marries Barack Hussein Obama, a twenty-five-year-old graduate student from Kenya. 9 The Beatles perform for the first time at the Cavern Club. 11 Robert C. Weaver becomes administrator of the Housing and Home Finance Agency. He is the first African American to lead a major US government agency.

			March

			1 President Kennedy officially launches the Peace Corps. His brother-in-law, Sargent Shriver, becomes the program’s first director.

			April

			1 North Central Bible College dropouts Jim Bakker and Tamara Faye LaValley get married. 4 President Kennedy polls a dozen advisers on whether to go ahead with the Bay of Pigs invasion. All vote in favor of proceeding. 6 New York governor Nelson Rockefeller signs a bill authorizing the construction of the World Trade Center. 12 The Soviet Union launches Yuri Gagarin into outer space. On reentry he ejects from the capsule and parachutes safely to earth. A farmer and her daughter come upon him dressed in a bright orange suit with a large white helmet. Gagarin later recalled, “When they saw me in my space suit and the parachute dragging alongside as I walked, they started to back away in fear. I told them, ‘Don’t be afraid, I am a Soviet citizen like you, who has descended from space and I must find a telephone to call Moscow!’ ” 13 James Stewart accepts an honorary Oscar on behalf of his friend Gary Cooper, who is unable to attend the ceremony. Stewart’s emotional speech hints that Cooper is seriously ill. 15 Del Shannon’s hit “Runaway” holds steady at number one in the US and the UK. 17 An underwater demolition team of five American frogmen enters the Bay of Pigs on the southern coast of Cuba. 19 Radio Havana reports that Cuban antiaircraft batteries brought down a US military plane piloted by a US airman. Papers found on the American pilot’s body identify him as Leo Francis Bell. 20 NASA rocket scientist Werner von Braun tells Vice President Johnson: “We have an excellent chance of beating the Soviets to the first landing of a crew on the moon. . . . With an all-out crash program, I think we could accomplish this objective in 1967 or ’68.” 21 President Kennedy accepts responsibility for the Bay of Pigs invasion: “There’s an old saying that victory has a hundred fathers and defeat is an orphan. What matters,” he says, is only one fact: “I am the responsible officer of the government.” 25 Tom stumbles upon a moldy January 1955 edition of Playboy while cleaning out the storage shed behind the barn. Bettie Page is on the cover. He sneaks it into his bedroom and hides it under the mattress.

			May

			1 Singer Tony Orlando breaks into the top forty for the first time with “Halfway to Paradise.” The song peaks at number thirty-nine. 9 FCC chair Newton Minow calls the majority of television a “vast wasteland.” 11 US Army Special Forces arrive in South Vietnam’s Central Highlands to train Montagnard tribesmen in counterinsurgency tactics. 13 Gary Cooper, renowned for his quiet, understated acting style and star of over one hundred films, dies. He is sixty years old. 14 A Freedom Riders’ bus is firebombed near Anniston, Alabama, and the civil rights protestors are beaten by an angry mob. 15 Flo is sent upstairs when a dozen people from the church arrive unexpectedly at the front door of the parsonage. The talk goes late into the night. Flo falls asleep to murmured voices of men and women talking about the Freedom Riders. 25 President Kennedy declares that the nation will commit itself to achieving the goal, before the decade is out, of landing a man on the Moon and returning him back safely to the earth. 26 Dr. Jack Kevorkian’s transfusion of blood from cadavers into live patients stirs controversy when Time magazine reports on “Blood from the Dead.” Kevorkian acknowledges that the practice has an “undercurrent of repugnance which makes it difficult to view objectively.” 28 Peter Benenson writes, “The technique of publicising the personal stories of a number of prisoners of contrasting politics is a new one. It has been adopted to avoid the fate of previous amnesty campaigns, which so often have become more concerned with publicising the political views of the imprisoned than with humanitarian purposes.” His essay, “The Forgotten Prisoners,” becomes the founding document of Amnesty International. 31 In trouble for riding in stolen cars, Jimi Hendrix enlists in the army and is assigned to the 101st Airborne Division. His commanding officers ultimately consider him to be a subpar soldier and he is discharged after just one year in the service.

			June

			14 Country music star Patsy Cline and her brother Sam are involved in a head-on car collision on Old Hickory Boulevard in Nashville. The impact throws Cline into the windshield, nearly killing her. 15 American cigarette consumption peaks at 3,986 cigarettes per person per year. 19 Iraqi president Abdul Karim Qasim announces that he considers Kuwait a part of Iraq and lays claim to its territory. A British diplomat cables London, “We are dealing with an unbalanced man whose actions are unpredictable. We conclude that the threat to Kuwait’s independence is as grave and imminent as it could be.”

			July

			2 Ernest Hemingway is found dead of a self-inflicted shotgun wound in the head. His wife, Mary, claims that he had killed himself accidentally while cleaning the weapon. 5 Melanie Weber is born in Vanderbilt Hospital, where her mother works nights as a nurse. Her father paces the waiting room floor until the doctor emerges to give him the news. He has a beautiful, healthy baby daughter. Ten fingers. Ten toes. 9 Melanie comes home to the little house on Maple Street for the first time. Her mother nurses her as she sits in a rocking chair. Her father plays “Hobo’s Lullaby” for his little girl on the first mandolin he ever made. 11 The Steubenville Herald Star carries an advertisement for a new hair coloring product for men. The copy warns readers to “Beware of imitations and insist on the original ‘Grecian Formula 16.’ ”

			August

			1 The Six Flags over Texas theme park officially opens to the public, offering the world’s first log-flume ride, first free-fall ride, and first mine-train-style roller coaster. 4 Barack Obama is born at Kapi’olani Maternity and Gynecological Hospital in Honolulu, Hawaii. 13 Troops in East Germany build a wall between East and West Berlin, shutting off the escape route for thousands of refugees from the East. 14 Tom nervously grooms his prize heifer Amazing, out of Glasson by Shottle. She is a sleek registered Holstein. This is his third year showing at the Madison County Fair. Even though she is a town girl, Brenda Cobb comes to see the Youth Livestock show. She has known Tom since they were both five years old.

			September

			3 The minimum wage in the United States rises from $1.00 an hour to $1.15 an hour. 4 Richard Nixon makes a hole in one at the Bel Air Country Club’s golf course. He tells a reporter, “It’s the greatest thrill of my life. Even better than being elected.” 5 Rita Sorrentino’s grandmother stands on the sidewalk and watches as her daughter and granddaughter pass through the front door of Vineland, New Jersey’s D’Ippolito Elementary School. It is Rita’s first day of kindergarten. At the end of every school day for the next seven years, the grandmother will wait on the sidewalk for Rita and then walk her home. 6 Afghanistan breaks off diplomatic relations with Pakistan. 8 Flo walks straight home after school and, under her mother’s watchful eye, starts her homework. She then practices piano for two hours. After supper, Flo joins her parents at church for the Wednesday night service. Neither parent nor child makes any allowance for half measures or for putting forth less than one’s best effort. 11 The Rejected, a documentary on homosexuality, is broadcast on KQED TV in San Francisco. 17 The Minnesota Vikings beat the Chicago Bears in their first regular season NFL game. Bears’ coach George Halas later describes the loss as “the most embarrassing defeat of my life.” 18 The word ain’t is formally accepted into the English language.

			October

			1 Pat Robertson launches his career as a televangelist on WTFC Channel 27, in Portsmouth, Virginia. 3 The Motion Picture Association of America’s production code is modified to allow “homosexuality and other sexual aberrations” to be suggested but not actually spelled out. 3 The Dick Van Dyke Show premieres on CBS. 8 Melanie bats at the toys her father holds in front of her. 13 President Kennedy issues a top secret order to his defense secretary to “introduce the Air Force ‘Jungle Jim’ Squadron into Vietnam for the initial purpose of training Vietnamese forces.” 18 Tom, a sophomore sensation for the Madison Tigers, scores the winning touchdown in the closing minutes of the Madison County high school football championship game. With the winning score under his belt and 167 yards of rushing, Whitmore is named the game’s Most Valuable Player. 29 The USSR detonates a fifty-megaton hydrogen bomb in the largest man-made explosion in history; it has ten times the combined power of all the explosives used in World War II.

			November

			8 Rita tells her mother that she wants a Chatty Cathy Doll, more than anything in the world. Her mother tells her not to get her hopes up because it’s very expensive. 9 Test pilot Neil Armstrong sets a world record reaching a speed of 3,989 miles per hour in an X-15 rocket plane that he helped to design. 10 Estelle Griswold is arrested in Connecticut and charged with providing contraception to married couples. Eager to use her trial to challenge the law, Griswold volunteers to help find former patients who would testify against her in court. 11 Catch-22, which was originally titled Catch-18, is published. Joseph Heller’s novel tells the convoluted story of Captain John Yossarian, a member of a US bomber crew stationed on the Mediterranean island of Pianosa during World War II. 13 Rita’s grandmother, without telling anyone, puts a Chatty Cathy doll on layaway at the department store. She returns to the store every week to make payments on the doll. 15 The Mattachine Society of Washington is organized to “secure for homosexuals the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness; to equalize the status and position of the homosexual with the heterosexual; to secure for the homosexual the right to develop and achieve his full potential; to inform and enlighten the public about the homosexual; and to assist, protect and counsel the homosexual in need.” 19 Lucille Ball marries Gary Morton.

			December

			11 The first American helicopters arrive in Saigon along with four hundred US military personnel. “Please Mr. Postman” becomes the first number one pop hit for the Marvelettes and Motown. 15 Flo wants The Shirelles’ Tonight’s the Night LP record for Christmas, but neither her mother nor her father approves of that sort of music. 22 Melanie sits in her mother’s lap and babbles happily as her parents sing together. 25 Rita squeals with delight even before she opens the package. She knows from the size and shape of the box what it contains. Her entire body trembles as she tears off the wrapping paper. Her grandmother watches, her eyes smiling. 30 Conservative talk show host Sean Hannity is born. 31 The Beach Boys play their first paying gig, at the Ritchie Valens Memorial Dance in Long Beach, in a show headlined by Ike & Tina Turner. Brian Wilson later recalls that they were “five clean-cut, unworldly white boys from a conservative white suburb, in an auditorium full of black kids” and realizes that “success [is] all about R&B, rock and roll, and money.”
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“He’ll challenge the way you think about the future. And you'll want
to make the journey with him.” —Jane Pauley, author of Your Life Calling
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