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In memory of my wife, Joan



FOREWORD

IT’S NOT NECESSARY to doubt the clear superiority of a truly republican form of government to acknowledge a self-evident truth: Even democratically elected leaders and representatives sometimes err. It is equally evident that when Washington makes mistakes, they often are big ones, affecting the lives of millions of citizens.

A recent example was the 2010 Affordable Care Act, unpopular because it did not live up to its promise of lower health care costs, raising them instead for much of the middle class. Then there was the Federal Reserve’s zero-bound interest rate policy, which starved savers and pension funds of a decent return and facilitated a governmental spending spree that doubled the national debt in seven years.

This book examines a whole string of what we now know were political errors made in the early 1930s by first a Republican president and Congress and then by their Democratic successors, with an unhelpful central bank in a supporting role. Those mistakes veered the nation perilously close to the fascism that was then the politics du jour in much of Europe, to the world’s eventual and extreme sorrow.

The 2008 and 1929 market crashes were both preceded by credit booms. The debt bubble that preceded the 2008 debacle began forming in 2002. From that year until the autumn of 2007, the amount of money raised in the U.S. credit markets nearly doubled, rising to an annual rate of $2,742 trillion from $1,398 trillion. It was fostered mainly by government efforts to promote home ownership by promoting mortgage loans to buyers with limited means.

The heavy borrowing of the 1920s was different. It was generated in large part by a remarkable era of innovation and the advent of “installment plan” buying that put new products within easier reach. Americans snapped up cars, cabinet radios, and such new labor-savers as electric vacuum cleaners and washing machines.

Home sales also surged, hitting a peak in 1925. Household indebtedness went from 15 percent of GDP in 1920 to 32 percent in 1929. As Irving Fisher, a leading economist of the time, observed, debt is deflationary. At some point, people have to stop buying and start paying off their debts. Consumption slows down, and instead of too much money chasing too few goods (inflation), not enough money is chasing too many goods (deflation). That, more than any other cause, accounted for the 1930s slump and its counterpart in 2008. The resulting economic slowdowns brought in radical governments that interfered with the market economy with damaging results.

Tons of words have been written about the Great Depression and its causes and effects by scores of economists and political scientists. But I thought it would be interesting to tell the story from the point of view not of policy makers or policy revisionists but of the rural people whose lives were subject to the policies. Interestingly enough, they often supported laws that would cost them dearly. There may be a lesson in that for our modern times, which are generating many of the anxieties that plagued the country back then.

The locale for this examination is a small farm town in Indiana called Whiteland, which I happen to know well because it’s where I grew up. This is not a “victims” book. We all know that there were many victims, but their stories have been widely recorded—and sometimes exaggerated for political purposes. Rather it’s the story of how life went on, people coped with economic adversity, and the system of checks and balances that America’s forefathers designed passed a rigorous test. Special praise goes to the judicial branch, particularly the Supreme Court, which helped us through that trying period.

The people of Whiteland of that era didn’t know that they were living through what would someday be described as a national disaster. They mainly knew it only as daily life. I suspect that was pretty much true of most Americans, other than those substantial numbers who found themselves in truly desperate straits. For the majority, life changed, but in subtle, not dramatic, ways.

As people do now, Whitelanders ate, slept, made love, raised children, and tried to keep body and soul together by finding ways to make a living. In so doing, they sustained a society, a polity, and an economy, although it would never have occurred to them to use those high-flown academic terms as descriptors of their lives.

They were well informed. They read newspapers, listened to radio, and, at the cinema, watched Movietone News—the movie house precursor of television news. They debated the bright ideas of the New Dealers and felt fear and concern about the turmoil in Europe as nation-states led by tyrants like Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin mobilized for a World War I rematch. A few Whitelanders were World War I veterans who had had direct involvement in Europe’s extreme politics, that is, bloody fighting. Others were young men who would soon have that same experience.

They had opinions, plenty of them. But they were mainly preoccupied with the task of making a living. The following is about their lives, as I observed them firsthand as a youth. It is a collection of sketches mingled with some critical observations about the public policies that came to bear on them.

It is partly a book about economic policy, but never fear. There are no fifty-dollar words or squiggly equations or even graphs. It approaches economics as a behavioral science, if one chooses to believe that the study of human behavior can ever be considered a science.

I came out of that small-town environment to spend a long career as a writer and editor at the Wall Street Journal engaged almost daily with the interaction of politics and economics, and it never seemed like much of a science to me. Rather it seemed like an interplay of many millions of humans seeking to fulfill their needs and wants through private transactions. Too often, I think, they sought to reach those objectives through politics, which entails calling forth the coercive power of government.

That is a key point of this book. Governments over the last century or so have expanded under the rubric of what has come to be called “economic policy.” In the baldest terms, that means the passage of laws or issuance of binding regulations attempting to guide the behavior of individuals as they go about their daily lives producing goods and services, buying and selling, or investing in the enterprise of other producers.

This governmental masterminding often causes outright damage, as was the case in the 1930s. That’s because nobody is smart enough to “manage” a national economy, no matter how many economics Ph.D.s they assemble. An economy, encompassing billions of transactions daily and subject to buffeting from worldwide events like wars and natural disasters, is infinitely complex.

Governments have a natural tendency to grow and expand their power. That, after all, is what governments do: govern. As they reach into more and more areas of human endeavor, the likelihood increases that they will tilt the balance to serve selfish political ends, or simply get things wrong. Today’s widespread distrust of government, as indicated by opinion polls, surely reflects a feeling by many Americans that Washington interferes too much and too often gets things wrong.

Modern economists have developed extensive tools for taking the temperature of national and global economies, measuring such things as gross production of goods and services, changes in average prices, or the number of people in the national workforce. But even the accuracy of these tools is constantly debated. Is the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ “market basket” used for measuring prices valid, considering the fact that consumer needs and preferences change over time? What does a falling unemployment rate really tell you when so many people who were once considered part of the workforce have given up looking for work?

So, if even the measurements of economic health or malaise are exceedingly difficult to execute, what should we think about government’s use of its police powers to actually try to control and direct economic behavior? Quite likely, the broad public is right in treating these efforts with far more skepticism than they usually get from either academia or the press.

The policy prescriptions of academics and coverage of economic news often imply that the president and other makers of economic policy somehow “run” the economy, or more implausibly that the president “runs” the entire country. That would have been a good trick even in 1930, when the country was only one-third as populous as now, which is why the New Deal experiments in central planning, thank heaven, mostly flopped. Today there can be serious doubts that the president even “runs” the government, given the plethora of independent regulatory agencies and empire builders within the federal bureaucracy. But it seems that we again are seeing more constitutional abuses by the executive branch like those of the 1930s and that the Supreme Court is less active than it was then in policing those abuses.

This book harks back to a time when economic planners, of first one party and then the other, were coming into prominence, issuing one sweeping dictum after another and totally mismanaging that vital medium of exchange and measure of value, the U.S. dollar. It was a decade that saw two spectacular stock market crashes and double-digit levels of joblessness.

We will look at all the lever-pulling in Washington, D.C., from the perspective of the people of Whiteland, one of thousands of small farm towns at a time when the economy was heavily agrarian. Farmers had a lot of political power but often didn’t know how to use it in their own best interests, simply because they didn’t know where their best interests lay.

People described in this book made the best of things and in so doing kept the wheels of a heavily burdened economy turning. They were individuals like Ralph Barger, the dwarf drayman whose handicap didn’t prevent him from delivering coal to townspeople, and “Sam” Battin, who built a plumbing business from what he had learned about pipe fitting doing maintenance work at the canning factory.

There were some casualties in terms of lost jobs and lost farms, but for the most part, people coped, preserving the economic infrastructure that their forebears had so laboriously built and even expanding it despite the uncertainties engendered by government experiments. Uncertainties such as these prompted Ronald Reagan, who came of age during the Depression, to utter those oft-quoted words: “In our present crisis, government isn’t the solution to our problem, government IS the problem.”

Again, economics is about human behavior, which is extremely difficult if not impossible to evaluate and predict “scientifically.” A realistic approach recognizes that economies are built from the ground up, not the top down, by the endeavors of individuals to improve their lives through work, imagination, and initiative. That’s what the people of Whiteland did because they were fortunate enough to have the freedom to do so.

After mastering hard times, we went into World War II confident of victory, achieved it in large part because of the innovation and productive power of a vibrant capitalist economy, and came out with a new appreciation of our system and with greatly expanded global responsibilities. Victory changed the tenor of the times.

Maybe these glimpses will tell us something about our own era and provide some insight into what is meant by the term “American exceptionalism,” mainly why it is more than a chauvinistic boast. A good synonym would be “economic freedom.” Those often-used words might sound like a cliché to many modern ears. But people I have met who have suffered under political tyranny, even the soft tyranny of what still remains of the British class system, understand clearly what American “exceptionalism” means. They know the difference freedom makes in the quality of one’s life.

Americans by and large have been among the fortunate people of the world. There have been relatively few restrictions on their ability to exercise their natural creativity and profit from their toil. They have made the most of it, building an economic colossus and producing, along with their partners in like-minded nations like postwar Japan, a wonderland of technological marvels.

Does a new, bright generation of Americans, the teachers who instruct them, and the politicians who lead them understand how this greatness came about? Do they understand that the economy is not something “managed” or “grown” by politicians, but is rather the sum total of the work effort and creativity of an entire population? These private efforts are often inhibited by the mistakes of Washington, but if not too heavily burdened they provide the locomotion for greater abundance and higher living standards. Is that understood? Maybe so, maybe not. Hence this book.



CHAPTER ONE
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WELCOME TO THE VILLAGE
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IMAGINE YOURSELF TRANSPORTED back in time eighty-three years, to April 1933, and deposited in Indianapolis, the capital of Indiana. You’ve just treated yourself to a room at the Claypool Hotel, which cost $8 plus an outrageous 50 cents for breakfast. But it was worth it. You feel rested as a bellhop loads your suitcase into the rumble seat of your Model A Ford coupe. Feeling generous, you tip him a quarter; he breaks out in a big smile and is your friend for life.

You take a turn around what locals call “the circle” to view the city’s centerpiece, the 284-foot-high Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument, dedicated thirty years earlier to the state’s war dead, and then you head south on Meridian Street. Since most of the city’s 360,000 people live north of the circle, you are out of town in five minutes on a two-lane road that was designated U.S. Highway 31 when the federal highway system was pieced together out of state and local roads a few years earlier. That stretch would soon become a brick road, courtesy of Governor Paul V. McNutt, whose family law firm was sited in Martinsville, one of the state’s largest brick producers, and whose home was in Franklin, where the brick would terminate.

Your Ford Model A ping-pings along nicely, making a more advanced sound than the putt-putt of its predecessor, the Model T, mainly because the A was in fact markedly more advanced than the T. It had not only a more powerful engine but a clutch, gearshift, and accelerator pedal replacing the forward and reverse foot pedals and hand throttle of the T. You drive at a safe speed of 35 miles an hour and enjoy the signs of spring. It’s a tranquil scene, with farmers plowing their fields behind teams of horses, or in some cases pulling their plows with a Fordson or Farmall tractor. There isn’t much traffic.

You pass through the town of Greenwood, population just over 2,300, keeping a sharp lookout for the Interurban railcars that glide down the middle of Madison Avenue. These high-speed trolley cars were a principal mode of transport when autos were in their infancy, hence their pride of place down Greenwood’s main artery. Their tracks radiate out from their huge barnlike terminus in Indianapolis like spokes of a wheel to towns throughout the region. This one carries passengers to and fro between Indianapolis and Louisville, Kentucky, stopping at small towns along the way. They flash across Highway 31 at times, as if the track builders couldn’t make up their minds about which side of the highway they wanted to be on. Be sure and heed the flashing signals at the crossings because a collision with an Interurban could spoil your day.

Four miles south of Greenwood, five miles before you reach the Johnson County seat, Franklin, and just after you’ve passed another Interurban crossing, you see on your right a sign notifying you that you have reached Whiteland, Pop. 406.

The population number is marvelously specific, but that’s not to say it is accurate. The 1930 census, surely the count the sign maker was attempting to use, had given Whiteland 13 more souls, listing its population at 419. When the Melloan family would move there late in 1933 from a farm west of town, we would add another 10. So the sign, which stood for many years, merely signified that you were entering a small town, or more accurately driving past most of it.

Indianapolis at that time billed itself as the “Crossroads of America,” a slogan that had some legitimacy since two main U.S. highways, 31 and 40, crossed there and most of America’s population at that time lay east of the Mississippi River. The mean center of the U.S. population in 1930, as statistically determined by the Census Bureau, is just sixty miles southwest of where you are now, in Linton, Indiana.

You want to find out how the people of a small town in the hinterland are doing at a time when the economy is in a deep economic slump. So you turn left on the concrete Whiteland Road between John Scott’s general store and a shiny white Linco service station to drive into what is known as Old Whiteland.

You pass a short side street on your right leading to Jack McIntire’s garage, where Jack and his mechanics are busy giving a 1926 Chevrolet new piston rings and fixing the clutch on a John Deere GP tractor. Then you see the brick Methodist church, cross the small bridge spanning Brewer Ditch, go past the Pleasant Township consolidated school on your left, and are now in downtown Whiteland. On your right, down Pearl Street, you can glimpse the small, white-frame Baptist church.

Downtown is represented by a fire house sheltering an old Ford Model T pumper, then a one-story brick building housing just about everything else you might need: a barbershop, the post office, the small Whiteland restaurant, and John Earhart’s grocery store.

Farther on eastward in a small white-frame building is Harry Porter’s drugstore and, after that the brick Whiteland National Bank building, currently shuttered. On the right is Shelby Duncan’s cobbler shop and the old Thompson Hotel, now converted to small apartments.
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Just before Porter’s, Railroad Street branches off to the left and you pass Frank Richardson’s blacksmith shop. Farther on the right is the only tall building, the Valentine brothers’ grain elevator, with its weigh station and coal yard. Crossing the Pennsylvania Railroad track beyond the elevator, you come upon the county road that leads leftward to the town’s only industry, the Stokely Brothers canning factory, and southward past Baughman’s general store and the railroad depot, back to Main Street. Flora and Homer Fisher operate a general store on the left corner and across Main Street in a small brick building is the Whiteland telephone exchange. Turn left on Main and after a hundred yards you pass the Presbyterian church on your left. A hundred feet on and you’re out of town.

That’s pretty much it. Everything looks normal. The townspeople are going about their daily routines, picking up their mail from their boxes at the post office. Whiteland doesn’t have home mail delivery. Its streets don’t have street signs, so the knowledge of their names is only registered in the memories of townspeople. Houses aren’t numbered, but then everyone knows where everyone else lives. Hence, people go to the post office for the mail; it doesn’t come to them.

Early birds are shopping for groceries. Pupils and teachers are beginning the school day as five yellow buses deliver the farm kids, who scurry to their classrooms. Frank Richardson is shoeing a horse outside his shop. John Yaste is funneling grain from the elevator by means of a long spout into a railcar on the Pennsylvania Railroad siding. Mailman Johnny Duggan is loading up his Chevy to begin his rural route deliveries.

You might not know that there is a depression on, and therein lies an anomaly. We look back on the Great Depression today as an economic disaster, and for many Americans it was. Charitable groups set up soup kitchens in the cities to feed the hungry jobless. Men snagged onto freight cars for free rides to places with greater job prospects. These “hobos” showed up at many a back door in the towns, asking housewives for something to eat, and were almost always obliged. (Mary Minner in Franklin once had a hobo refuse her offer of biscuits and gravy; he explained that he didn’t like biscuits and gravy and would go elsewhere to seek a better offering.) Banks went bust and farms were foreclosed. There were hunger demonstrations in some cities. Congress passed the Federal Emergency Relief Act to funnel money to state, county, and city relief agencies to help buy food and medicine for the destitute.

But in the thousands of small towns that dotted the country, life went on. The country did not shut down, either in an economic or a cultural sense. Indeed, popular culture flourished. Hollywood made some of its best movies in the 1930s, like It Happened One Night (1934) and Gone with the Wind (1939). “Classics” of that era are frequently replayed on cable channels. Cole Porter was writing tuneful songs with endearing lyrics, like “You’re the Tops” and “Night and Day,” for the big bands of Tommy Dorsey and Glenn Miller to play and pretty girls like Jo Stafford and Dinah Shore to sing. Great black musicians like composer-bandleader Duke Ellington, singer-trumpeter Louis Armstrong, and such talents as Ella Fitzgerald and Billie Holiday enriched our lives and lifted the consciousness of many right-thinking Americans to the evils of racial discrimination.

Despite the richness of life that marked the 1930s, Whitelanders had certainly seen better times. Older farmers had done better in the early part of the century when the dollar was under the stabilizing influence of the international gold standard and global demand for their products was strong. The year 1912 was so good that farmers in the 1930s and thereafter would use farm prices in that year as the benchmark of their demands for “parity,” meaning government supports that would restore prices to the 1912 level.

The 1920s had seen a profusion of motorcars and new types of labor-saving electric appliances, like vacuum cleaners and washing machines. Housing starts had boomed. Rising productivity, through greater electrification and mechanization of industry, had created more leisure time and higher living standards. Some New Deal historians would later complain that wage gains didn’t match the productivity increases, as an argument that factory workers had been victimized, but it’s not clear that a simple comparison of wages and productivity adds up to “unfairness.” Investment in capital equipment is a large factor in expanding productivity.

Old John Scott, the Whiteland storekeeper, had shared in the good life of the 1920s, traveling around the populated eastern half of the country with a carnival troupe. He owned a Ferris wheel that he moved, disassembled, by freight car with the other carnival rides and equipment. The troupe played county and state fairs and John and his fellows sometimes set up their rides and booths independently in empty lots or open fields.

Trouping gave him an education in the distinctive regional ethnic customs and mores of a society that in the 1920s had not yet been homogenized by modern forms of transportation and communication. His Ferris wheel furnished joy to the children of Germans in Pennsylvania, Swedes in Minnesota, and Poles in Michigan, many of them recent immigrants from Europe who were melding themselves into an economy and culture more vigorous and promising than the ones they left behind.

The nation’s population in 1930 was only 123 million, about one-third what it is today. Almost half lived in rural areas, on farms or in small towns like Whiteland. People of these small communities strongly identified themselves with their own hometowns, which provided them with a strong sense of civic pride, even if their civic achievement was nothing more than installing streetlights on the main drag through town. It was an age when families mostly stayed put, far less true in today’s age of greater mobility as people move from town to town, state to state, and even abroad with greater frequency. Whitelanders’ contact with the larger world was limited mostly to what they read in newspapers, heard on the radio, or saw in the movies.

Some villagers had seen worse times than the Depression era. Ed Speas had gotten a whiff of mustard gas in the trenches of France in 1918, courtesy of the German army. His son, Jimmy, interrupted our play one day to take me into the house to see a musty relic, the gas mask his father had brought home from World War I. It was a hideous-looking khaki thing, with goggles and an ugly snout that contained the air filter. It invoked the image of soldiers garbed like monsters engaged in combat in the mud and gore. But it may have saved Ed’s life. Otherwise, Jimmy wouldn’t have been there.

Farmer Roy Sharp had lost his first wife in the great international influenza epidemic of 1918–20, which had afflicted 28 percent of the U.S. population and killed an estimated 500,000–675,000 people. It was a terrible time, with mothers fearing for the lives of their small children, who were especially vulnerable and many of whom were among the victims.

Alcohol prohibition, mandated in 1920 under the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution, had claimed victims as well. Innocents sometimes were killed or wounded in the shootings and bombings that were part of bootleg gang warfare in cities like Chicago. Bootleg booze was sometimes poisonous. It was said that for a time Pat Good, the local Stokely factory manager, periodically had to swallow a golf ball–sized silk ball on a string and then retrieve it to keep open an esophagus damaged by too-potent bootleg gin.

One Whiteland townsman, according local legend, had become so desperate for a drink that he sampled wood alcohol, used as a car radiator antifreeze, thereby rendering himself blind. When I saw him walking about the town with his white cane, the only blind man in Whiteland, I wondered whether that story was really true or if someone had just made it up.

In April 1933, the new administration of Franklin Delano Roosevelt was in power. FDR had delivered his famous inaugural address on March 4 in a somber tone, saying the country was in a deep crisis and was hence in need of radical measures to revive the economy, measures that he in fact would design and implement.

Two members of FDR’s initial three-member “brain trust” crafting his revolutionary program were men from small towns much like Whiteland. Raymond Moley was from Berea, Ohio, and Rexford Tugwell was from a farm village called Sinclairville, in western New York State. The two economists were recruited from the faculty of that distinguished New York Ivy League school, Columbia University. The third member, Adolf Berle, was a Boston-born New York lawyer. They would have an important role in designing the truckload of legislation that moved through Congress in FDR’s first one hundred days, with Tugwell focusing on the restrictive farm legislation that soon would change the traditional ways of Whiteland-area farmers.

The people of Whiteland were aware of all the excitement in Washington and to some it sounded good that the president had hired certifiably bright men to help him solve the nation’s problems. They had yet to see how all that would turn out, particularly the farm measures designed by Tugwell, an ardent believer in government economic planning.

But meanwhile, Whitelanders were dealing with the realities of life, not the abstractions of economic revolution. They were growing crops, repairing cars and tractors, digging holes and ditches for the septic tanks needed for indoor plumbing, warehousing cases of canned tomatoes at the canning factory, and providing to their fellow men and women whatever other goods or services were marketable. My cousin Dorothy McClain had an in-home beauty parlor where local women could pay a few dollars for permanent waves to make themselves more fetching and boost their morale. The sturdy Gertrude Lewis performed that task economists often refer to as a fundamental example of human commerce. She took in other people’s laundry.

Their work efforts and those of others like them were the substance of the economy that the theorists in Washington were trying to micromanage through legislation or, in the case of the Federal Reserve Board, the ineffectual manipulation of bank interest rates to serve any number of contradictory purposes, such as maintaining what little was left of the gold standard while at the same time providing an adequate money supply. Washington micromanagement wasn’t faring well, but Whiteland’s villagers soldiered on because they had to, trying to shrug off the government policy mistakes that had created an unstable currency and a sharp reduction in agricultural trade, both of which were damaging to the incomes of people in farm communities.

In the end, the people prevailed. The work effort and ingenuity of ordinary people, like the Whitelanders, in America’s towns and cities sustained the economy through a rough decade, keeping alive the latent dynamism that delivered to Americans the high standard of living and the technological wonders that we enjoy today.

It was in the 1930s that I grew from childhood to puberty in Whiteland. Interestingly enough, I, along with many of my contemporaries, remember our childhoods in this era of too little money and economic uncertainty as a happy time. Indeed, in 2002 my late friend Hugh Jackson Ross self-published a charming collection of his fond memories and those of our fellow townspeople, a book I will quote from time to time. An examination of our experiences, and of how the people of Whiteland survived an excess of experimentation by their elected federal officials, may offer clues about why the nation proved so resilient in dealing with the Depression and the world war that followed.



CHAPTER TWO
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THE FAMILY ODYSSEY
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YOUR TOUR OF the town precedes by a few months the date when the Melloan family first fetched up there. Like several Whiteland families, ours came to Indiana from Kentucky, or at least eight of the ten of us did. One of the natural migratory routes in pioneer times led from Virginia through the Cumberland Gap into Kentucky and then on north. Another natural route was down the Ohio River from Fort Pitt (now Pittsburgh) to the various jumping-off towns in southern Indiana or northern Kentucky.

But we didn’t talk much about our Kentucky origins. Kentucky’s mountainous east was a poor area and its many untutored “hillbillies” came north in summer to find work in the fields and canning factories. These were mostly hardworking, decent people, but native Hoosiers tended to look down on them and Kentuckians in general. So we didn’t advertise our Kentucky heritage, rich as it might have been. Neither did some of our fellow townspeople with the same history. For years, I didn’t know about the Kentucky background of some of my classmates, because they chose not to tell me. I chose not to tell them about mine, as well. We wanted to assimilate. A mutual suspicion between the two states still exists, manifesting itself particularly when the University of Kentucky Wildcats and Indiana University Hoosiers battle each other on the basketball courts.

Whitelanders were mostly white Protestants with Anglican, German, or Dutch names and bloodlines that traced back to Europe. Some families, like mine, also had ancestors that sprang from the forests of the aboriginal American continent. My mother used to joke that her people didn’t come over on the Mayflower, they were here to meet the boat. It was not entirely a joke; her great-great-grandmother was Cherokee.

James Melloan and Sara Ollie Meredith grew up on farms near Horse Cave, Kentucky, fell in love, and were married in Munfordville, the Hart County seat, on December 4, 1904. Their fathers had both fought on the Union side in the Civil War, with Abraham Meredith having seen action in the famous “battle above the clouds” on Lookout Mountain in northern Tennessee. James William Melloan was a member of the 21st Kentucky Volunteer Infantry, which participated in fourteen battles, the most of any Kentucky fighting unit. Each attained the rank of corporal.

Sara had been orphaned at age fourteen when Abraham was the victim of a freak accident. He was riding home on his horse past a sawmill when the mill’s boiler exploded, apparently because the attendant had gone to sleep and failed to monitor the boiler’s pressure level. Abraham was knocked off his horse by a large piece of steel and died instantly. Sara, whose mother had died earlier, went to live with Pernia, a married older sister in nearby Scottsville.

James and Sara had some colorful ancestors. Sara’s great-great-grandfather was a French fur trader named Timothy Demonbreun, who had come down the river system from Quebec in the late eighteenth century to set up a post to buy pelts from Indian trappers on the site of what is now Nashville, Tennessee. Nashvillians today honor him with a statue and street named for him in “Music City.” According to some records, he sired two families: one in Kaskaskia, Illinois, with a French wife and the other in Nashville, the product of his liaison with a Cherokee woman who in subsequent records would bear a French name, Elizabeth Durard. She was the great-great-grandmother my mother referred to. Life on the frontier was not always conducted by the rules of established society.

We learn from research by the Timothy Demonbreun Society of Nashville that Timothy got his strange name from one of his paternal ancestors, Pierre Boucher, who had migrated as a thirteen-year-old with his family to Quebec from Mortagne in the French province of Perche in 1635. His father, Gaspard, was one of the first white settlers of the North American continent. Young Pierre became a protégé of the Jesuit fathers who had first explored that area; he learned the Huron Indian language and served as an interpreter. As an adult he became a leader of the French settlement of Trois-Rivières, Quebec, organizing a successful defense against attacks by the Iroquois, who were hostile to both the Hurons and the French. As a reward, the French crown in Paris gave him a noble title and the right to bestow titles on his fifteen sons. The colony sent him back to France to plead with Louis XIV for crown recognition of New France and the dispatch of troops for its defense.

He was popular in France particularly because he had authored a booklet describing the beauties of Quebec in terms a Madison Avenue copywriter would admire, noting that the wild blackberries were larger than the berries cultivated in France and that the lakes and forests were teeming with fish and game. The main question he was asked by Frenchmen: Can you make money there? He answered yes. He got his troops and protection from the French crown for New France. No doubt by giving Pierre and his sons titles, Louis had in mind creating for New France an aristocracy beholden to the crown. It didn’t work out quite that way.

One of Pierre’s sons received the title of Sieur [Lord] Étienne Boucher de Mont Brun (Brown Mountain). Generations later, Timothy found his inherited title cumbersome and meaningless in the wilderness. Native Americans and in fact Americans in general weren’t much impressed with French titles. They were far more impressed by Timothy’s martial abilities. He helped General George Rogers Clark hold the Mississippi River territories during the American Revolution. Sieur Jacques-Timothé Boucher de Montbrun was known to one and all as Timothy Demonbreun.
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