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The parallels to the present are ominous: an international pandemic killing nearly 700,000

Americans, followed by a booming stock markets and political turmoil….then years of

unimaginable misery for so many – an era so difficult and challenging that it became known as

The Great Depression….SOUND FAMILIAR? CAN HISTORY REPEAT?They Never Threw

Anything Away provides an entertaining, informative, but all-too-plausible comparison of then

and now from memories of 22 Americans who lived through The Great Depression. In their

own words they tell of experiences gained while living during the social and economic chaos of

that era. During the late 1990’s author Ed Linz traveled throughout the U.S. gathering stories of

lives permanently scarred by the disaster years of the 1930’s. His interviews of a wide array of

Americans from varying geographic regions and differing social strata produce an eclectic

collection of captivating memories of life during the Great Depression: a Black man in southern

Georgia who toiled in a turpentine forest, but called this period “the happiest of my life”; a

young socialite (and friend of Ginger Rogers) whose famous engineer grandfather took her on

a steamship to visit his masterpiece, the Panama Canal; a teenager whose big band played in

all the “gin mills” on Long Island; the daughter of Greek immigrants who found herself in a L.A.

tuberculosis sanitarium at age nine; a Seattle barnstorming aviator; a raccoon-hunting dirt

farmer in North Carolina; two Mennonite farm families in northern Indiana; young women who

worked by themselves as teachers in one-room schoolhouses in the Dust Bowl of the Midwest;

a group of nursing students from the coal mining regions of Kentucky – and many other

captivating memories of life during the Great Depression. Each story is interspersed with

anecdotal facts about the events and circumstances mentioned during the interviews. A time-

line of major events during the Great Depression is an included Appendix.
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Each of these stories was gathered as I traveled the United States in the late 1990’s talking to

“average” citizens who lived during that time frame. Everyone I interviewed was eager to tell

their story, whether filled with happy thoughts, or memories of exceptionally challenging days. I

received recommendations from several friends and relatives as to who would have “good

stories” to tell, while other interviews came serendipitously from chance encounters on the

street. All the interviews were preserved using a cassette recorder; I also took notes as the

speaker answered my questions. Many folks showed me photographs and memorabilia

gathered during the Depression, including newspaper clippings and magazine articles.

Although many of the stories relate misery, some were filled with joyful memories, such as the

African-American who worked in the turpentine forests of rural Georgia, the granddaughter of

the chief engineer of the Panama Canal who took her on an ocean liner to Panama, and a

barnstorming bi-plane aviator in the Northwest.I sat on these interviews for over 20 years,

primarily because I found myself fully occupied with classroom teaching and family

responsibilities. Those notes and taped interviews would probably have stayed in my

basement, but for the emergence of the corona virus in early 2019. As the economic conditions

in the U.S. worsened, I began to worry that this vicious virus (and governmental reaction to it)

might lead to another deep recession, or even a Depression. Out came my research notes,

tapes, and photos from those late 1990’s interviews. It is my objective that this collection of

remembrances can provide context and hope during our current era. The generation of

Americans described in this book lived through incredibly challenging, personally difficult times.

Hopefully, we will not be faced with that scenario, but if it happens, their memories can give us

a blueprint of what to do and how to survive.The exact dates bracketing the Great Depression

are difficult to pinpoint, and the causes are too vague to identify a prime event with certainty.

Many, for example, argue that the stock market crash which occurred over several days in

October 1929 was more of an overdue reaction to economic forces which had been brewing for

years than a single causative event. Many historians and economists now agree that there

were other contributing factors to the economic collapse, such as farming losses, poor political

leadership, and ineffective action by the Federal Reserve - all contributed to the disastrous

results which buffeted our nation for the following decade.What is not arguable is that the

human misery which engulfed America during the 1930’s was widespread and severe. The

economic and social tragedy was not short-lived. Despite numerous federal efforts to mitigate

unemployment with government programs, such as the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) and

the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), a second sharp recession in the summer of 1937 erased

most earlier gains, plunging the nation deeper into economic chaos. It was not until the middle

years of World War II when 15 million Americans were in uniform that employment reached pre-

Depression levels. The stock market took even longer to recover.For an entire generation of

Americans, the Great Depression was the defining experience which shaped their lives during

this difficult period and their outlook on life during the better days which followed after the end

of WW II. My introduction to this hectic period of American history came from talks with my

mother when I was a child in Kentucky. She had vivid memories of that era and was

determined to be prepared if another such calamity were to occur. The trait which defined my

parents, particularly my mother, was frugality. She never assumed that prosperity would

continue indefinitely and was fully prepared for harsh economic times. Her daily activities were

to use, conserve, and re-use. The title of this book, They Never Threw Anything Away, is an apt

descriptor of her approach to life and that of many of her friends and family. I have since

learned from discussions with my peers that this grandly frugal trait also defined their parents

and relatives.When the Great Depression began my mother was 15 years old. She was living



in extreme poverty with seven siblings in what was essentially a shack outside Cleaton,

Kentucky. Her mother had passed away leaving her and an older sister responsible for raising

the younger children. Her description of early family life was always, “We were poor, but clean.”

Mom’s father worked in the coal mines in western Kentucky on the other side of the state from

the more well-known mining region in Appalachia. She was able to complete high school (only

one brother or sister did so) and, with essentially no money, boarded a train for a 12-hour ride

to begin nursing training at Speers Hospital in Dayton, Kentucky.Nearly all nursing programs at

that time were associated with hospitals, and the nursing students were basically indentured

servants working for room and board. She graduated and passed the licensing examination to

become a Registered Nurse (R.N.) in 1936. She had met my father while she was in nursing

school, and they were married by a Justice of the Peace in late 1939. An only child, I was born

in 1943 in the midst of WW II and shared a bedroom with them in a 4-room house until I was

12. We later moved to a farm in a rural area until I left Kentucky for a career in nuclear

submarines.I provide this brief background to explain that my mother experienced the trials of

the Great Depression up close and personal. It was truly the defining period of her life. The

survival techniques she mastered during this difficult period stayed with her throughout the

remainder of her days. As a child in a small working-class town, I watched with curiosity how

she maintained these same patterns of behavior as our family gradually became more affluent.

Both of my parents had continuous employment during WW II and in the following years,

although neither had high-paying jobs. My father’s education had ended after the third grade

when his family’s poverty forced him to work on a horse-drawn milk wagon. All his subsequent

work involved hard labor. My mother worked as a nurse in local hospitals or doing private duty

nursing in patients’ homes (this was a common practice at the time).Mom was not alone in her

frugality. Essentially all her friends exhibited this same awareness of the temporary nature of

good times. Most of our entertainment consisted of interacting with families of relatives and

friends. I never had a babysitter, and none of my childhood friends had one either, unless it was

an older sibling. Even as a child I noticed that many of my mother’s traits were also exhibited by

other families around us. They were all survivors of the Great Depression. Once Mom confided

to me that she actually hoped for a severe economic downturn because “I’ve been there, I

know what to do.”After Mom passed away in 1991 following a car accident, I began to reflect on

the defining characteristics of her group of Depression survivors and became determined to

begin interviewing that generation. Unfortunately, I was then diagnosed with an unusual

disease, cardiac sarcoidosis, and given two years to live. However, I survived, thanks to a life-

saving heart transplant operation in 1994. During my extended recovery period I traveled

throughout the U.S. gathering stories from other survivors of the Great Depression about how

Americans, from different backgrounds, coped with those drastic economic times of the 1930’s.

After doing local interviews in the mid-Atlantic, I traveled to the West Coast, to the mid-West,

the Northeast, and to the deep South. All the wonderful people I interviewed were eager to

share their stories and were uniformly proud of their survival. Their eyes would often dance

with joy as they recounted their experiences, although many involved challenging and difficult

days.I have not attempted to edit the words or grammar used in the interviews – what you read

is what was told to me, sometimes in colorful terms. Background information is interspersed

throughout each chapter to explain or expand on persons, places, or things mentioned (e.g., a

Hupmobile). Much of this was gathered from open-source materials, and I have not listed

sources or provided footnotes. This book is strictly an oral history of the Great Depression, told

by 22 Americans as they recalled it.Each chapter is titled with the name of the person I

interviewed, along with a phrase describing their situation, the date of the interview, and the



location where they lived during the Depression years. The final chapter includes a discussion

of common threads from their memories of that era. At the end of the book there is a brief

chronology of major events which took place during the Great Depression.None of the

individuals I interviewed was “famous,” but all were special individuals. Their grit, determination,

and wisdom set a high standard for all who follow in their footsteps. It is my goal that the

remembrances presented here can provide context, hope, and a pathway to relief if, God

forbid, we are faced with comparable troubles ahead.“Dust Bowl to Rice Bowl”Vorda Mae

HonnoldWood River, NebraskaInterviewed February 8, 1999Vorda caught my attention at a

monthly luncheon in Washington, D.C. held by the George Washington University Hospital

Women’s Board. At the time I was the only active male member of the organization which

proudly describes itself as “a philanthropic powerhouse.” It was founded in 1898 by “prominent

Washington women” and had just celebrated its centenary. After speaking to the Board about

some medically-related issues on several occasions, I was invited to become a member

because, as they liked to describe it, I “had a woman’s heart.” This was literally true because I

had been the extremely grateful recipient of a 33-year-old woman’s heart five years earlier

during a transplant operation.Vorda was sitting next to me at the luncheon and was an

exceptionally outgoing conversationalist. When she learned that I was interviewing people who

had memories of the Great Depression, she insisted that we meet so that she could tell me

about her experiences while growing up in rural Nebraska. Two weeks later I visited at her

apartment located midway between the infamous Watergate complex and George Washington

University hospital. Her apartment was decorated with numerous Chinese paintings and

sculptures. Several books about China were displayed on tables. Vorda was wearing a long-

sleeved blouse in a black and white print pattered in what appeared to be repeating animal

tracks. The blouse was fastened at the collar with a small broach. Large black earrings

matched her black trousers. Her elegant white hair was obviously styled and looked terrific. In

short, she exuded casual elegance.Before beginning our conversation, Vorda insisted that we

have hot tea. She also placed a large dish of what proved to be irresistible homemade cookies

in front of me. We spent the next 2+ hours discussing her life, beginning with her pioneer

grandparents.My grandparents on my mother’s side were very wealthy. My grandfather, William

Johnson, had come from Virginia. He and his two brothers were students at VMI [Virginia

Military Institute, in Lexington, Virginia] when the Civil War began. His two older brothers both

fought as officers for the Confederates and were quickly killed in battles. Grandfather Johnson

chose to leave Virginia rather than end up dead like his brothers. He headed west to Texas and

then up to Wyoming where he became an explorer, trader and trapper for large East Coast

companies. While he was there, he married an Indian woman. I was always told, that during

this phase of his life, he lived just like an Indian. He had two boys with that woman, then left

her....I don’t know why, but he always took care of those boys financially. One of them became

a professor.Grandfather Johnson went into ranching near Green River, Wyoming. He became

wealthy and was appointed the county sheriff. After that he served one term in the state

legislature. At one time he had one of the largest herds of cattle in the west. I’m not sure

exactly when, but he met and soon married my grandmother, Sophia Larson, who was 16. Her

family had come from a shipping company in Norway and had money. She and grandfather had

three sons and one daughter, who was my mother. The boys all became highly successful.

One, my Uncle Bryan, went to Harvard and later ran for governor of New Mexico, but lost. Both

he and his brother, my Uncle Fred, became prominent members of the Democratic Party and

were closely tied to President Roosevelt. My mother, her name was Ellen Johnson, was born in

Wyoming, but was sent to a girl’s school in Lincoln, Nebraska. She was an exceptional pianist



and had her own grand piano.At this point, Vorda went into a long discussion about some of

the conversations which she had with her grandfather Johnson concerning his relationship with

Chinese workers who had been employed to build the Union Pacific railroad. From the tone of

her voice and the twinkle in her eyes, I could tell how much she cherished these memories.

When the railroad was completed in 1869, there was little work for the over 12,000 Chinese

who had been imported as labor for the Union Pacific. Most had no option other than to remain

in the western U.S. while trying to survive on whatever work they might find from local settlers.

Vorda explained their predicament:Those remaining Chinese were treated very badly. Some of

the cowboys thought it was great sport to hunt them down like rabbits to cut off their long black

pigtail hair....I think that those were called queues. Every Chinese man who had this happen to

him was devastated by this cruel action because he believed that without his queue, he was

not a complete person and would not be accepted by his ancestors when he died. Several

years later, around 1900, during the Boxer Rebellion, China tried to expel all foreigners; this led

to even more discrimination of the Chinese in America. My grandmother, Sophia, made it

known throughout her Wyoming community that any Chinese coming to the Johnson home

would be protected. She and my grandfather, William, saved the lives of many Chinese men;

two that he mentioned were “China Joe” and Yu Yi-tom. Grandfather helped these two start a

Chinese restaurant in Green River, known as “The Shanghai.” Yu was very grateful, and later in

his life, he gave my grandmother many beautiful gifts which he had imported from China.

These stories generated an urge in me to someday visit, or even live in, China....I will tell you

how that came about later.Vorda now returned to her grandparents coming to Nebraska:My

grandfather Johnson had a home built in Wood River, Nebraska [about 160 miles southwest of

Omaha] as a base for his cattle business. It was a central location where they could bring the

cattle to be fattened before sending them to the stock yards in Omaha. My parents, Perley and

Ellen Honnold, had met there via mutual friends who played baseball with my father. Papa -

that’s what I always called my father - came from a large family: 11 brothers and sisters. Papa

was next to the youngest. His father, John Honnold, was from Ohio. He had fought for the

Union Army but was captured and spent most of the war in a Confederate prison camp. After

the war he came to Nebraska as a homesteader and became a successful farmer. John built a

log cabin in front of a cave that he dug in the side of a hill about four miles south of Wood

River. He did well as a farmer and when he died in 1915, each of his children received $1500 -

a large amount in those days!I was born at home in Wood River on March 10, 1910. It is close

to the exact center of Nebraska; the nearest large town was Grand Island, about 16 miles

away. My parents had been married in 1905 and moved into a home which Papa had built a

block north of the Catholic Church. I did not really get to know my mother because right after I

was born, she went into what I was always told was post-partum depression. Papa, whose

name was Harman P. Honnold, was a rural mail carrier and had a route out of Wood River. He

never went by Harman - ever - and was always called by his middle name, “Perley” or “HP.” My

mother, whom I do not like to talk about, was put into institutions for the rest of her life. I only

saw her a couple of times. The first time I was 12 years old and she was in a hospital in

Hastings, Nebraska. She could still play the piano beautifully. I saw her again when I was 20,

and I remember her telling one of her nurses, “See, I told you I had a daughter.” Papa always

made sure she had good clothing and whatever she needed there. I’m not sure who paid for

the nursing home...it may have been the Johnson family because they were so wealthy....but

Papa never saw her again. She died in a nursing home in St. Paul, Nebraska in 1974 at over 90

years of age.Once she left, Papa hired “nurses” to take care of me. They were usually what

were called “sleep-in types.” They took care of me, but they also took care of Papa, if you know



what I mean. One wanted real bad to marry him, but that was impossible in Nebraska at the

time because you could not get a divorce if your spouse was in an institution. In 1917 Papa

bought a house about a mile north of Wood River on 4 acres. When he wasn’t doing the mail

route, he did some farming.Initially Papa did the mail route with two horses, “Old Ves” and “Old

Billy.” He was really attached to those horses but sold them to a farmer when he got a Model T

[Ford] to do the route. He cried quite a bit when he sold those horses, because neither of them

was used to pulling a plow. After we got the new house, two of my aunts, Papa’s sisters, took

turns coming to live with us. When the Spanish flu epidemic hit in 1918-19, I was not yet 10,

and I am pretty certain that I got it because my aunt made me live by myself for a month in just

one part of the house. I was really sick for that whole time. Papa was terribly worried then

because at least 25 people on his mail route died from the flu. It really hit the local Mennonite

population hard, especially healthy men who were the bread earners. It was so bad no one

went to any of the funerals because they were afraid of catching it.As I now listen to Vorda’s

taped comments about funerals during the Spanish flu epidemic, I was struck by how fear of an

unseen, and deadly, disease has always run through the human condition. A century later we

still are just as much at the mercy of such viruses. Several friends who passed away during the

COVID-19 pandemic (due to other causes) were not able to have traditional funerals with

family and friends in attendance. Vorda continued memories of her childhood:I went to grade

school in Wood River - I always walked, even when we lived outside of town. When the weather

was real bad, Papa would take me. When I was 16, and in high school, he bought me a car, a

second-hand Ford coupe, so then I drove. All during high school I was keeping house and

fixing all the meals for Papa. I liked doing this. My father was extremely strict - no dates, no

boyfriends, until I graduated from high school. So....I had my first date on the night I graduated!

I had seen this fellow around town because he was an older brother of one of my girlfriends.

He was what we now call a “hunk.” As soon as I first saw him, I told his sister, “That’s the man

I’m gonna marry.” His name was Malcolm, but everyone called him Nick. He was my first date,

and the only fellow I dated. We went to dances or the movies and played a lot of cards. I always

loved to play cards, and everyone said, “She was born with a deck of cards in her hands.”

Sometimes we would play until 2 A.M. but we never played for money. Papa was so strict that

he not only wouldn’t allow any cursing, but not even much slang. He got upset if you said, “Gee

whiz!” He was very strait-laced, but he always had a “housekeeper” because, as he put it, “He

needed a companion.”Things quickly got bad in Wood River after the stock market crashed in

late 1929. We were mostly okay because Papa had a monthly government check from the mail

carrier job, and we had no debt. I think that he lost $40 when the bank closed, but others lost a

lot more. Many local families started to suffer because they had no cash for basic necessities

or for services of dentists and doctors. Houses started to get run down, and many of the farm

fields were going to waste. Homes and outbuildings went unpainted for years and even the

countryside took on a dilapidated appearance. The barter system was frequently used. Instead

of paying cash, people often settled bills with fruits, vegetables, chickens, eggs, meats, and

other farm products. Sometimes lifetime personal possessions were used instead of cash.

Papa was able to acquire a large number of antique firearms from local folks who sold them to

him at low prices so that they could eat. He was immensely proud of the number and quality of

those guns. He also assembled a large collection of Indian artifacts which he had found in local

fields. In addition, we had another collection of African spears, bows, arrows, and other items

sent to him by a nephew living in what was the Belgian Congo. Whenever anyone would visit

our home, Papa would proudly give them a tour of each of his collections. After he passed

away, I donated all of these to the “House of Yesterday” historical museum in Hastings,



Nebraska where it is displayed as the “H.P. Honnold Collection.” I am certain that Papa would

be proud of me for doing this.One time Papa loaned $10 to one of the men who lived on his

mail route. The farmer promised to re-pay with a quarter of beef the next time he butchered.

The meat was delivered to our house on a very cold winter day....I think it was in 1931. We

were surprised by how large a piece of meat this was, so we had to keep it on our outside

porch overnight. I had some canning jars and borrowed as many others as I could from friends.

We got up at 5 in the morning and sterilized the jars. I cooked the meat in batches for nearly 10

hours. When we got finished, we had 87 quart jars filled with delicious, tender beef, which

came in handy over the next year. I kept them in the cellar where it was cool. We never had

electricity in that house....just used kerosene lamps for lighting. We heated with a furnace in

the basement that could use coal, wood, or even corn cobs from the nearby farms. What we

did have was a form of indoor plumbing. We had an outhouse originally, but Papa put a

gasoline engine in the basement which pumped water upstairs from our well. The toilet was

interesting in that when you pulled down the seat to sit, it pumped water into an overhead tank

which flushed when you put the seat up.We started to notice a lack of rain in our area in 1931.

Over the next several years, it got worse - real worse. The summers were blisteringly hot, and

farmers began to lose whatever crops they had planted in the spring. Sometimes the dust from

the fields blew steadily and densely for days on end. Keeping your house free from the dust

was impossible. The outside of the windows was a separate problem because the covering of

dust there would be converted to sticky mud whenever there was the occasional sprinkle.

Sometimes I could not drive - no one could - because in those dust storms you couldn’t see

more than a few feet ahead. Sometimes you just had to stop your car and wait several minutes

until the road was visible. Papa had a bad accident and was injured because he didn’t stop

during one of these dust storms.The “Dust Bowl era” occurred during much of the 1930’s

throughout the American High Plains. Vorda’s region was not hit the hardest but probably

received much of the dust generated out of the southwest cluster of Texas, New Mexico,

Oklahoma, Colorado, and Kansas. In addition to the severe drought, farming practices of deep

plowing of topsoil used at the time led to the elimination of much native grassland which had

previously trapped moisture and blowing soil. The huge clouds of dust often blackened the

skies (as Vorda recounted to me) and traveled east and north across the U.S. even reaching

East Coast cities, including Washington, D.C. and New York City. These “black blizzards,” as

they were often called, reduced visibility to less than three feet. Tens of thousands of farmers

were forced to abandon their farms when their crops failed, and they could not pay their

mortgages. In current money terms, the losses exceeded $500 million a day. John Steinbeck’s

1939 classic novel, The Grapes of Wrath, dramatically captured the misery of these

days.Vorda now shifted to her love life....Nick and I dated for just over 4 years, and when Papa

and one of his girlfriends went on a vacation up to the Badlands in South Dakota in 1932, Nick

and I secretly went up to South Dakota ourselves and got married by a minister up there. I

don’t remember his name. We gave him 10 bucks, and he seemed happy to do it. We didn’t tell

anyone, including Papa. When we came back, I lived at home and Nick lived at the family farm.

Nick did give me a wedding ring, but I never wore it except in bed with him. We spent many

nights together at my home. Papa knew we were sleeping together, but what could he do? I

was 22, and in view of what he had been doing for the past 20 years, what could he say? Nick

and Papa got along fine and even went hunting together. Nick couldn’t find any work, so to

bring in some money, I was doing substitute work for the postal service, but I wasn’t allowed to

sub for Papa because two people from the same family could not do the same route.My

marriage didn’t last long. I say “my” marriage because Nick never really gave up other women. I



loved him with all my heart, and I still believe that he loved me, but I just made a bad choice.

Whenever I learned of one of his “escapades,” I would confront him. He always told me that the

other girl “didn’t mean a thing.” Even some of my girlfriends slept with him! He always told me

that he didn’t want children, but later I think that he did have some....not sure. Even though our

own sex life was great, I had too much pride to continue on. When I told him that I was going to

divorce him, he didn’t say much. I went up to Grand Island and got a lawyer and sued him for

non-support. Nick didn’t contest it, and, by 1934, I was divorced. Unfortunately, the news of the

divorce was in the paper, so everyone found out at the same time that I was married and

divorced! I will say this about Nick: he taught me to dance and I had my first drink with him.

After our divorce I stayed home for nearly a year and was losing my mind. I didn’t even want to

have coffee!I ran into Nick a year later when I was having dinner with a man I was dating. Nick

came over to our table and asked me to dance. I never hesitated and said, “No thanks.” I knew

that if I danced with him and he was touching me I would go to pieces. Many years later I heard

that Nick had married three more times, including twice to the same woman - one that had

lived just around the block from us. The last I heard, he was still living in Nebraska and worked

for the railroad.After Vorda had shared with me all these intimate details of her marriage, I

asked her if there were any parts of her story that she did not want me to write. She laughed

with a few giggles, “You can print all of it - every bit, even the sex stuff. Just don’t use his last

name in case he did have children. I have no regrets because if we had been married for 50

years, I would have missed so much of the experiences and excitement that those years have

given me.”I forgot to tell you; my real name is not Vorda. My mother named me Vodra, but once

she was gone, Papa changed it to Vorda. He never told me this nor why he changed it. I

learned when I later had to get a passport. I found out that I had no birth certificate and had to

get an affidavit from the doctor who delivered me. One day while I was sitting around home

feeling sorry for myself, my Uncle Fred Johnson, the one who worked as Land Commissioner

for Roosevelt, stopped by and said that he was appalled that I had not been to college. This

was now the mid-30’s. He gave me money to go business school up in Grand Island. I rented a

room there and learned typing, dictation, and shorthand. Uncle Fred had a lot of connections

and knew Senator Norris [powerful 5-term U.S. senator from Nebraska] real well. Norris wrote a

letter to the WPA asking them to hire me. So right away I got a job as the secretary to the

County Engineer of Hall County there in Grand Island. I was paid $65 a month and was living

in the Hotel for Professional Women in town. I had no car, but quickly learned to entertain

myself.One day I decided on a whim to go to a fortune teller in Grand Island. I remember her

words exactly, “One day soon you will get a call and will be offered a job far away.” One week

later, it was now 1938, I got a call from Washington and was offered a government job at Social

Security in Baltimore. I never knew for sure, but I am pretty certain that Uncle Fred was behind

this. The next week I was on the train to Baltimore and a new life. I worked from 4 in the

afternoon to 11 at night at an office on Pratt Street. They started me as a GS-1 getting $1005 a

year. I had a room on Charles Street in a boarding house with other girls working there. I could

walk to work, but it was through some rough neighborhoods with strip clubs. Not too long later I

was offered a better job with Social Security as a GS-2 in D.C. That was a simple decision for

me because I got a raise to $1440 a year, and I knew that there were clubs and nightlife in D.C.

so I could have a social life. So, I moved to D.C. and started living in a small apartment in what

had been, at one time, the French Embassy. I had 7 typists working for me, but I was not long

for the job. Shortly before the war began, I saw an opening for a GS-4 job with a new federal

agency, the Office of Price Administration. I immediately applied and got it. I really liked what I

was doing, especially the $1800/year that I was being paid. I was now a “Corresponding



Secretary” and was working with a lot of “Dollar a Year Men.” This was an entirely different

environment for me, and I didn’t just like it, I loved it.The concept of “Dollar a Year Men” began

sometime in the early 1900’s in the U.S. when experienced leaders of industry volunteered to

serve in government positions, but without pay. However, for legal reasons at the time, it was

mandatory that they be on salary, so they accepted pay of one dollar a year (many still retained

pay from their corporations). The practice began in the early 1900’s when Gifford Pinchot, a

wealthy forester, did work for his close friend, President Teddy Roosevelt. During WW I there

were nearly 1000 such “employees” of the federal government. The financier, Bernard Baruch,

was one of the more famous.The Office of Price Administration (OPA) had been set up within

another federal agency in early 1941 to control prices and rents in anticipation of the U.S.

entering WW II. In January 1942, it became an independent agency with the power to place

ceilings on all prices (except agricultural) and to ration other scarce commodities, such as

gasoline, sugar, coffee, meats, processed foods, and nylon stockings to name only a few items.

The program lasted throughout the war. I recall my family and their friends still having ration

booklets for various items. Those women’s nylon stockings, which had been invented by

DuPont Chemical Company in the late 1930’s, had become a craze. According to the

Smithsonian, when Dupont recognized the apparently insatiable need of American women for

their new products, they cleverly set May 16, 1940 as “Nylon Day” and put four million pairs of

brown nylons in department stores. They sold out in two days! But when the war came, DuPont

was directed to channel all nylon into the making of parachutes, mosquito netting, and other

military uses. Following the war, there were actually “nylon riots” where women fought over

nylon stockings which were being slowly returned to department stores! Rationing of various

items continued for many months after the war, but the OPA was officially abolished in May

1947. Vorda continued....One day a very wealthy man visiting OPA asked me to have breakfast

with him. While we ate, he asked me if I could take dictation. By the time we finished breakfast

he offered me a job as his secretary. He was with the Office of Strategic Services, that was the

OSS. I was promoted from GS-4 to GS-5 and moved to a great office by the Reflecting Pool

near all the monuments between the Lincoln Memorial and the Washington Monument.

Professionally this was a great situation. It was still during the war and I was working for the top

intelligence agency. I had plenty of time to do volunteer work for the Red Cross and to have a

date whenever I wanted one.Less than a year after I had begun there, I was approached by

another wealthy man who took me to dinner and then said, “I’m asking you to be my secretary.

What kind of legs do you have?”Here Vorda paused to catch my reaction....then she had a big

laugh and continued:He said, “In this job you may have to do a lot of walking.” Apparently, he

wanted me to go to London to work with him there. He told me that it would be dangerous

because the Germans might soon use buzz bombs on the city. Before deciding, I went home to

see Papa. He told me, “I’m not going to be here when you come home next time.” Shortly after I

returned to D.C. I received a long-distance call from Nebraska telling me that Papa had

dropped dead from a heart attack.Papa’s death devastated me. When I came home for the

funeral, I found that he had burned all my letters and photos. I was a wreck and decided that I

couldn’t return to Washington because I was the only one who could settle the estate. I wanted

the most dangerous job I could find and went to work at a bomb plant in Hastings, Nebraska. I

was the medical secretary, and each day went with doctors who inspected the workers on the

bomb-making assembly line. Dynamite is extremely dangerous because exposure all day to

the ingredients can be very harmful. I saw blue lips, yellow eyes, and very gray skin among the

workers. Most were having respiratory problems. I stayed there in that job for nearly a year until

the estate was settled. Then I returned to Washington and was able to get my job back at OSS



at the same desk.Vorda went on to tell me about many of her subsequent adventures with the

OSS. She met and worked with several men who were famous at the time, such as Alfred

DuPont, “one of the Mellons,” and Richard Helms who later became Director of the follow-on

intelligence agency, the CIA (Central Intelligence Agency). Because of her maternal

grandfather’s interest in China, Vorda began taking Mandarin classes in 1946, and when

friends at the CIA learned of this, she was asked, “Can you be in San Francisco in 30 days to

go to an assignment in China?”“I got to there in 15 days and was waiting for the ship to take

me to China!” After more tea and cookies, Vorda spent the next hour regaling me with her post-

war CIA adventures in Shanghai, China prior to the Communists taking over in 1949. She

obviously had great love for the Chinese people, many with whom she established close

friendships. But she had an equally intense contempt for Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, the

leader of the Nationalist (Kuomintang) Party who was defeated by the communists under Mao

Zedong. Vorda regarded Chiang as one of the most corrupt and evil men she had

encountered.Vorda’s gave me a copy of 45-page typed essay, “Memories of Shanghai,” in

which she detailed her time there with the CIA from June 1947 to April 1949. In addition to

discussing the work environment and the social life of the large expatriate community in

Shanghai, she recounted in great detail the overwhelming poverty, particularly among the

continuous flow of refugees arriving daily from war torn regions of the country. “Of course, each

of us had a driver, a boy, and a woman working for us, whether we needed them or not. Each

had a rice bowl.” I learned many years earlier while watching the 1966 Steve McQueen movie,

The Sand Pebbles, that this last phrase was widely used in China to describe how each

person’s job, however menial, was the only thing keeping that person and his family alive. If, out

of kindness, you insisted on doing their work yourself, you were not only insulting that person,

but taking away their livelihood. Vorda’s written descriptions of widespread hunger, rampant

opium addiction, and prostitution by desperate women and children was heart-wrenching.

“People were tearing bark off trees to boil, hoping for some possible nutrition to allow them to

live yet another day. Others would throw themselves onto moving cars in the belief that, if they

were sufficiently injured to be taken to hospital, they would be fed.” Unfortunately, there were

even worse times ahead for many Chinese during several periods of rule by the CCP (Chinese

Communist Party).Over the next 12 years Vorda worked for the CIA in 9 different countries,

including Japan, Bangkok, and Switzerland before retiring in February 1969. Subsequently she

did stints with two major U.S. corporations but did not return overseas.Vorda was very proud of

her family history and insisted to me, “You know, people say that those who fought World War II

were the ‘Greatest Generation.’ I disagree. Our pioneer families were the greatest American

generation.” Vorda’s closing comment to me as I was leaving her apartment was, “You know,

life in that Dust Bowl was a very depressing time for almost everyone. But I survived and went

on to a wonderful life.”I would have to agree.“The Music Man”John Michael ToranHuntington,

New YorkInterviewed March 11, 1999John Toran (center)Whenever the merits of immigration

to the United States are discussed, I would offer the life of John Toran as Exhibit A in support

of immigration. I came to know John during a visit to his modest home in an upscale section of

McLean, Virginia after a mutual friend recommended that we chat. Because I explained in a

previous telephone conversation with John that I was collecting personal stories about life

during the Great Depression for a future book, he had collected several documents and

photographs to share during our conversation. After warmly greeting me at the door, he took a

seat in his living room in front of several paintings which he had recently created. He spoke

with a firm voice, and throughout our talk kept saying that he wanted to “keep things in

sequence.” I tried to oblige, but, because he had so many interesting asides, we kept bouncing



around chronologically. He began with his early life:I was born at home in Bayonne, New

Jersey on January 24, 1911. My mother always told me that I was delivered by a midwife. My

parents, Anthony and Pauline Tworzyanski, were from Poland. They came here through Ellis

Island in about 1900 - not sure of the exact day or year. Neither spoke any English then. My

father had been a blacksmith in Poland, but there wasn’t much need in their new

neighborhood, so he started up a little butcher shop. You know, at that time, most people would

pay the shopkeeper what they owed them at the end of the month. Dad found out the hard way

that many couldn’t, or wouldn’t pay, and, after two years of not making any money, he closed

the shop. We moved to Huntington over on Long Island [New York] when I was four years old. It

was about halfway out on the island. The family that had sponsored us to come over from

Poland lived there and found a place for us to live. My father was initially able to get a job as a

laborer working on one of the rich estates....not sure which one....I think it may have been

Mellon’s. We were living on Pigeon Hill Road in Huntington Station. Some fella, I don’t

remember who, had 50 acres of farmland sitting empty and offered it to my dad on the

stipulation that if he would till it, he could use it. So, we got a “free” farm, although we did not

own it!When I was seven, I started going to school at South Huntington Elementary. It was just

over a mile away and I could walk there. Eventually Dad got some dairy cows, about 20 of

them. My mom never worked outside our home because there were four of us kids. My younger

brother, Tony, was born in 1915 - I’ll be telling you a lot more about him later. The only problem

with our having a dairy farm was that we didn’t have a pond for water, so we had to take

barrels to a pond in the town to bring back water for the cows. When I was 15, I started driving

our Model T delivering the milk all over Long Island. I was always short for my age, and I had to

use a cushion under my rear end to see enough to be able to drive. It was during our 4th year

of having the dairy that we had to stop because the town would no longer let us get that water.

My father still kept farming and we had plenty to eat. There was never any scarcity of food for

us. Mom would can everything, and we had pigs and plenty of meats and vegetables. All of us

kids had jobs to do....I always said, “There’s no inactivity in the Tworzyanski household.”I went

to high school from 1925-29. It was Huntington High School. The only activity that I remember

from high school was that I ran track....not long distance....mostly the quarter mile, and usually

on a relay team. From reading the Daily News, I got real interested in Golden Gloves - you

know, the amateur boxing competition. A professional boxer, Dodo Jackson, used to train at

one of the local estates, and I would go over there and spar with him. I really wanted to enter

the Golden Gloves, but I was 16 and my mother would not sign to allow me to do it, so I never

got to compete.I finished high school in 1929, but I couldn’t find a decent job, so I went to work

on the nearby estate of Otto Kahn over in Cold Spring Harbor. He was a Wall Street money

man who I was told was a buddy of J.P. Morgan - the really rich guy everyone knew about. Mr.

Kahn’s place was enormous and had a 9-hole golf course on it. My job was to cut the grass on

the greens. One of his sons - I think it was Roger - had an orchestra and was a pilot, so Kahn

had an airstrip put in that they could use. I did this job for a year, but it didn’t pay much.

Through an employment agency I found a job in New York as a runner for an export company,

Menley & James, at 70 West 40th Street - I remember that address exactly! They paid me $17

a week to run documents downtown to be certified for shipment to South America. I also did

some typing and filing for them. I was living at the YMCA on the West Side near Madison

Square Garden where I used to go watch the fights [boxing matches]. I had most of my meals

there at the “Y” but occasionally I would get a meal at Horn & Hardart, you know, those

cafeteria places that had coin-operated machines that dispensed food. My favorite was the

mac and cheese. It was cheap and filled me up. Living at the “Y” was not that expensive, $10/



week, but there were some real disadvantages. Whenever a large Navy ship would come into

port, you would get kicked out so that they could accommodate the sailors. When that

happened, I would have to get a furnished room at one of the places on 14th Street. All of this

meant that I couldn’t save much money. I did help myself sometimes by walking the 8 blocks to

the Custom House instead of taking the subway, then putting in a voucher with Menley &

James for the subway fare. I never felt bad about doing that.One of the advantages of living in

New York around 1930 was that I could go to those fights at Madison Square Garden to see

some really good boxers, like Fritzie Zivic and Jack Starkey. I’m not sure how much you follow

boxing, but Starkey went on to be the Heavyweight World Champ a few years later. The

Starkey fight I saw, when he beat Tommy Loughran, cost me $5 for a seat up in the bleachers,

but it was worth it. Jack put him on the floor in the second round and he didn’t get up. It was

great!During the summers I went to a lot of baseball games. I could see the Giants at the Polo

Grounds or the Dodgers over at Ebbets Field. I was not a Yankee fan, so I never went to

Yankee Stadium. It cost $2.75 to see the Giants, and I got to see Carl Hubbell pitch, Mel Ott in

right field, and when the Cardinals came to town, there was Dizzy Dean and the Gas House

Gang.
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I, the Spanish flu epidemic, the Great Depression, the climatic disasters of the 1930s, and

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/lBlX/They-Never-Threw-Anything-Away-Memories-of-the-Great-Depression-by-Americans-Who-Lived-It


World War II. He presents us with 22 vignettes drawing on the early life, career, family, and

societal reminiscences of those interviewed. Weaving characters from different geographic,

religious, ethnic, and economic backgrounds, Mr. Linz presents us with a dynamic picture of

Americans in all their diversity during one of the most trying times in American history. “We

were poor, but no one told us.” Mary Jeanette Roberts, pg. 68.In addition to the memories of

each “star” in the cast, the author inserts “side-bars” of interesting and often less well-known

facts to back up what were sometimes vague or hazy references to people, places, or events. I

found these tidbits to be as fascinating as the personal memories of his subjects.My parents

were of this same generation and only recently deceased. At first I thought the book might

bring up unpleasant memories, but found myself nodding in agreement with an idea my mother

or other relatives had been heard to utter. She would have loved this book. The format of

individual chats is a perfect foil to today’s multi-media, 120 character, brain bombing pace of

data dumping.As we all sort through the belongings left behind by our ancestors, the detritus

pile may at first appear daunting and pointless, but the ideas and attitudes Mr. Linz has drawn

from his subjects reminds us of the values and richness of our nation’s foundations.

Particularly at this time of COVID-19 lock-downs, quarantines, “work from home”, closed

schools, forbidden physical social interaction, and diminished earning opportunities, looking

back to see how others in earlier generations survived gives us a window of hope. My mom

spent her last 3 years in an assisted living facility in Baltimore and died just short of her 96th

birthday. She told me that the COVID quarantine for her generation was worse than anything

she endured during the depression or World War II because she was physically alone in her

room. Without the electronic tools many of us depend on to stay connected today, her “things”

were her memories and helped her survive. She never mastered a “smartie-phone” but pointed

out to me that people in her generation never felt such loneliness because family and

neighbors were always around. The isolation was the problem, not the virus.For me, the

loveliest chapter in the book was the final one where the author interviewed four of his mother’s

closest life-long friends. Interspersed with their recollections are Linz’s short personal

comments matching or amplifying their memories. They help us understand the great gift he

inherited and is passing on to help us cherish the piles of “stuff” left behind. The physical

paraphernalia may finally be repurposed or re-cycled, but the philosophies, the mindsets, and

the stamina of that generation who raised us is still with us. As well it should be.As the author

says in his introduction,"The generation of Americans described in this book lived through

incredibly challenging, personally difficult times. Hopefully, we will not be faced with that

scenario, but if it happens, their memories can give us a blueprint of what to do and how to

survive". Pg 8.”

Frederick Berthrong, “They Never Threw Anything Away. While I did not grow up during the

depression, my parents did and were deeply affected by the experiences of the depression

years. There is little doubt in my mind that "the Greatest Generation" resulted from the

combination of the great depression and WWII. The book by Mr. Linz seems to capture the

essence of the depression experiences in a deep and broad sense. While the stories included

in the book are individual and personal, it is easy to expand those specific experiences to

capture the broader impacts of life in the 1930s.The format chosen to present the collection of

stories and personal glimpses is engaging both by the first person accounts of the experiences

and effects on life styles and by the author's comments to clarify terms and other details that

may not be familiar to the reader. It certainly helped me follow the flow of the narratives. I

highly recommend this book if one has an interest in that extremely interesting and pivotal



period of history.”

Frequent Evaluator, “Important U.S. History not taught in high school. I grew up shortly after the

1929-1939 depression. Ed's book and the down to Earth interviews within really make the point

that a sense of frugality, and conservation developed by the depression generation was

valuable. My father was raised on a Montana ranch in the 1920's, and my mother grew up near

the N.M. and Ariz. indian reservations, also in the 1920's. By 1950 they had instilled within me

a sense of personal conservation which taught me to think well ahead and prepare for the

unexpected. It really paid off for me. Ed's book shows how this sense of frugality was part and

parcel of many family units from the 1920's and lasting into the 1960's. The next two

generations have lost much of that attitude, only because they never learned about it. I have

sent a copy to my daughter who is a hospital worker in rural Colorado. It will be presented to

each of my grandchildren in the near future. Ed gets the point across so well, and without a bit

of preaching or coercion. The cost of this book is sure to be regained several times over by

every reader regardless of age or economic status.”

One-Day Reversal, “Well written book on interviews of people who went through this event in

life.. How different will it be this time around within 10 years from now. A repeat of history and

the only saviour is you and your own experiences and how skillful you can get thru this

event.Would you want to live in the pup tents that you have already seen in major cities today

instead of Hooverville....which usually lasted about 10 years.This book covers interviews who

went through this era how it was like..... after banks fail what the person experiences were like

and how people who had debts to pay lost everything and penny less.This is one book every

student in high school and college should be required to read in school because it repeats

each time in history not only in the 30's.This book will give you an idea what you want to

prepare for the dark days if an event like this  occurs in your lifetime.”

M. Seymour, “A Gem Capturing the Character and Tenacity of Those Who Lived During the

Great Depression. After reading "They Never Threw Anything Away: Memories of the Great

Depression by Americans Who Lived It", I immediately ordered copies for my family and close

friends. The stories, directly from the mouths of those who met the challenges of the Great

Depression, are spell-binding. This book is very readable and incredibly motivating. If I were a

high school history teacher, it would be required reading for my students. It is a blueprint for

success.”

The book by Ed Linz has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 71 people have provided feedback.
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