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PREFACE


The day always brightened whenever a new catalog arrived from Jack D. Rittenhouse Bookseller in Albuquerque. Devoted to Western Americana, his offerings promised interesting and important books on the Trans-Mississippi West, its history and development. His notes for each entry were a joy to read, concise, accurate, informative, and penned by someone who knew how to write well. He was widely regarded by historians, librarians, collectors, and publishers as an authority on the West, and rightfully so. He had been involved with books since his high school years, writing, editing, printing, collecting, and publishing them. Few people knew the dimensions of this quiet man’s mind: how he had dropped out of college in the Great Depression and ridden the rails with hobos, risen in the echelons of American advertising, operated a private press publishing award-winning books, became editor of western books at the University of New Mexico Press, and later retired into a world of antiquarian bookselling with ease and distinction.

I first knew Jack as a client buying rare books for DeGolyer Library at Southern Methodist University. He then became a generous and informed reader of a lecture I was preparing for an annual meeting of the Santa Fe Trail Association. For a series of profiles on antiquarian booksellers in New Mexico I interviewed him one afternoon more than thirty years ago in his library at home, a comfortable space where he recalled many earlier stages of his life. We were surrounded by some nine thousand books; Jack was in his milieu. Among other things, he remembered with clarity the excitement of reading as a youngster and being drawn to western history, his attraction to printing, the enjoyment of selecting different typefaces for good book design, his survival in New York during the Depression, his trips along Route 66 and the production of his 1946 guide to the “Mother Road” still in print today. Throughout the long interview Jack puffed on his favorite pipe, reaching at times for a book on the shelf that held part of the story he was telling. Clearly enjoying time for reflection, he appeared at the top of his form. I did not realize he was being treated for cancer. My profile was published a month later, and in less than a year he died. With the day-to-day business of running a library, I filed the long interview transcript away, intending someday to write a book about Jack. After retirement and two moves, I uncovered the transcript and began rereading. It reminded me that my own career was enriched by a master printer, editor, writer, and antiquarian bookseller who shared his stories, what he had learned about books, how they are made, and how they can assume a life stretching over centuries. Now it is time to share Jack’s story of his life with books.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


When I think about the remarkable constellation of people who helped me with this book, I know exactly where to start. It is with the brightest star, my best friend and wife, Carol. The past sixty-four years have included many “best times” in our lives, and we’ve just lived another one—researching this book together, and with Carol editing the text I wrote. Her keen eye for clear writing steered me through graduate school and made my earlier books better than I could ever have managed on my own, but the past few years with this book have been a golden time as we sat side by side in research libraries (an echo of our undergraduate days) and then I wrote while Carol edited, asking tirelessly if particular sections helped keep the story flowing or got in the way, steering me away from the weeds that always wait beside the path, and moving everything toward a better balance. Our discussions about the shape and tone of this book were deep, long, and untroubled because we shared a goal of making it the best we knew how. I am forever grateful for all of Carol’s wise counsel and encouragement throughout the research and writing of this book.

On our numerous Las Cruces trips to consult the Rittenhouse papers at New Mexico State University Library, we could not have asked for a more professional and helpful team in Archives and Special Collections than with Dennis Daily, Department Head, and members of his staff, Teddie Moreno, Elizabeth R. Villa, Jennifer Olguin, and their student assistants, especially Katie Mena. Every time we returned to New Mexico State University, they made us feel even more welcome. Closer to home at the Fray Angelico Chavez History Library, Heather McClure and Kathleen Dull went out of their way to find books and files essential to Jack’s story and also welcome us warmly whenever we came to the library.

With the advent of digitized collections in libraries everywhere, research is facilitated like never before, but inevitably questions arise. I am deeply grateful for the many helpful email responses from the following dedicated librarians: Tomas Jaehn (retired), Dr. Margie Montañez and Jennifer Dawn Eggleston at the Center for Southwest Research and Special Collections, University of New Mexico; Katie Gray, Thomas C. Donnelly Library, New Mexico Highlands University; Maggie Mitts and Cristina Meisner, Research Team, Harry Ransom Center, UT-Austin; Katherine Wolf, Librarian, and Laura Holt, Librarian Emerita, School of Advanced Research (SAR), Santa Fe; Miriam Kolar, Managing Editor, SAR Press; Scott Ellwood and Meghan R. Constantinou, Grolier Club Library; Jose Cisneros, Santan Historical Society, Queen Creek, Arizona; Benna Vaughan, Baylor University Library; Regina Bouley Sweeten, Golden Library, Eastern New Mexico University; Beverly Wigley, Sophienburg Museum and Archives, New Braunfels, Texas; Kathleen Knoth, Director (retired), University of New Mexico Taos Library; Jeffrey Lawson, Duane G. Meyer Library, Missouri State University; Alison Moore, North Baker Research Library, California Historical Society; Katie Salzmann, The Wittliff Collections, Albert B. Alkek Library, Texas State University, and everyone on the Reference Desk at the Santa Fe Public Library! Shortly before his death, Alfred Bush, long retired from the Firestone Library at Princeton, kindly answered inquiries, written in longhand, of course. At DeGolyer Library, Southern Methodist University, I am indebted to Russell Martin, Director, for helping me access many of Jack’s antiquarian bookseller catalogs as well as for his enduring encouragement as this project has progressed.

Jack’s long involvement in the antiquarian book trade resulted in a legendary status remembered today by those book people still active in Western Americana circles or devoted to the history of the Southwest. I am grateful to the following for sharing their recollections, introducing me to others whom I should contact, and encouraging me to write about a fellow bookman they widely admired: David Margolis and Jean Moss, Michael Heaston, Jan V. Nelson, Ken Huddleston, Lew Buckingham, Al Gonzales, Mike Dawson, Tyler Fletcher, Andre Dumont, Michael Parrish, the late Nicholas Potter, John Randall, and Michael Vinson. Thank you, all!

A dedication to fine printing figures in this biography, and for New Mexico the tradition thrived at the Press at the Palace of the Governors in Santa Fe, a beneficiary of Jack’s knowledge and largesse. I am most grateful for the support and encouragement given me by three dedicated printers at the Palace Press, Pam Smith, founding director, and her successors, Tom Leech and James Bourland. These fine printers followed Jack’s example and through their work established the Press firmly in the annals of fine printing in the United States. I am also deeply appreciative to Priscilla Spitler, the award-winning fine binder who shared recollections of Jack and some of the special commissions he sent her way. Another printer who apprenticed with Jack was Richard Polese to whom I am grateful for sharing some of the books he helped Jack move through Stagecoach Press in its early years in Santa Fe. I am indebted also to Dan Cronkhite, printer in Yucca Valley, for his recollections of buying (and hauling back to California!) Jack’s type collection.

At New Mexico Magazine Carmella Jasso patiently answered questions about early contributions to the journal, while Adam Fulton Johnson and Cordelia Snow did the same at the Old Santa Fe Association. I am also grateful to John Kessell and Richard Etulain, former University of New Mexico colleagues of Jack for their helpful responses to inquiries.

Of special note are others who have offered enduring encouragement and support in this book project. I am indebted to Harry Briley for his website devoted to Jack and for answering what must have seemed like an endless string of questions over the past few years. Quotations from Jack D. Rittenhouse’s autobiographical memoir Recollections are used by permission from the Harry Briley Living Trust (HBLT) and Harry Briley, editor and custodian of Jack’s memoir as published on the website: https://brileyh.weebly.com/rittenhouse-memoir.html. Zang Wood, undoubtedly the first person to start seriously collecting Rittenhouse material during Jack’s lifetime, was certainly the most thorough and dedicated in pursuing his interests. His comprehensive collection, now part of the Fray Angélico Chávez History Library, has been essential to this book, and I am most appreciative for his encouragement and support of my work. A Texas-sized thank-you goes to T. Lindsay Baker for generously sharing information on his research and writing about Jack’s book on Route 66 and pointing me to a little-known cache of recollections Jack wrote in the last years of his life, cataloged in a way that makes them difficult to unearth. Such friends are what make research so enjoyable! Debra Hutsell, Research Specialist, located scores of book reviews and newspaper articles by a very young Jack Rittenhouse that lay forgotten in newspaper morgues in Indiana. I am indeed grateful to Debra for her tireless work back at microfilm readers, which are still around and much needed when newspaper collections are not digitized.

Finally, I am most grateful to Stephen Hull and his colleagues at the University of New Mexico Press for interest in my work and their careful attention to the manuscript and the making of this book. Publishing is a dizzying, challenge-ridden, technical, and artistic endeavor, and I am deeply grateful to everyone at the Press for their knowledge and professional standards applied to the production of this book. Thank you! Jack would have been proud too!

Whatever missteps remain herein land on my desk alone. I hope they are few and far between, just as they were when Jack was producing books. The entire process leading to this point puts me in awe of Jack when considering the amazing number of books he wrote, edited, and saw through the press during his life with books.





Chapter 1
Building Resilience


The year was marked most of all by my discovery of the town’s public library. . . . I was at the library when it opened and read as fast as I could until it closed and then took two other books back to our rooms at the hotel, to read and return when the library opened again.

—JACK D. RITTENHOUSE1

ON NOVEMBER 15, 1912, Hazel Giles gave birth to a son in a single room at his maternal grandparent’s hotel in Kalamazoo, Michigan. His father, John Anderson, abandoned his family soon after Jack’s birth and lost all contact with them. After a few years Hazel met and married Earl Norman Rittenhouse, also recovering from a failed marriage. Many years later the boy learned in stages only a little about his mother’s difficult first marriage and how he was named Jack DeVere Rittenhouse.

On August 18, 1916, Earl Rittenhouse legally adopted me, and my birth certificate shows him as my father. By personal choice, my mother and stepfather never mentioned the origins of my birth. In the summer of 1931, close to age 19, a relative told me about Anderson, and this brought the matter into the open. My parents said they kept it quiet so I would never feel different from my brother and sister. They never told my brother and sister about the adoption. I respected their wishes even since their death, but want to set the permanent record straight.2

“Childhood memories were sketchy and only partly one’s own. Many recollections were things our parents told us later, usually so often that we think of them as our own.” Thus, Jack “remembered” the first book given him for Christmas at age three, Little Black Sambo. “I was never aware that Sambo was black. I saw so few blacks that I was not conscious that a different race existed.” He also received a pair of copper-toed boots that made more of a lasting impression than the book. “I had the idea that the boots were magical, that no depth of water or snow existed from which they would not guard me. I walked into knee high drifts and promptly got both boots full of snow with a chilling disillusion. I sat by the big iron kitchen stove to dry off.”3

At five, Jack’s world expanded when his father took a job in Arizona with an older brother, Charles. The Rittenhouse brothers drilled water wells to supply small irrigation districts in the desert community of Queen Creek south of Phoenix and Mesa. Even with large and powerful water districts already well established, opportunities still existed for entrepreneurs to supply water to smaller communities. The Rittenhouse brothers and others like them tapped into aquifers and installed five-ton Bessemer gas engines to pump the water from wells 300 feet deep.

The Rittenhouse family lived in a two-room, unpainted wood-frame house around which dust began to swirl with no more than a mild breeze. On one side two large, screened windows were protected by hinged doors that the family lowered whenever the dust rose. Jack remembered desert windstorms during which dirt drifted into the house even with the doors and window flaps closed. The setting was minimal: “One room had a stove, table, chairs, and cabinets for dishes and food. The other room had a large bed, a small one, and a cabinet for clothes. There was no running water, gas, lights, telephone, bathroom, or sink. Here we lived for at least a year, while Dad worked. I had no neighbor playmates, but I always amused myself. We had no musical instruments or phonograph. Radio was not yet available for home use.”4 He fondly remembered a pedal car his father made for him “with four wheels from a boy’s wagon, pedals that worked a ‘crankshaft’ to turn the wheels, and a steering wheel. It was hard to operate it in the sand, but some hard surface places existed where it ran fine.”5

Before Jack turned seven, his mother and father moved to Phoenix so he could start school. Earl built his family a small frame house near the center of town and the newly opened Garfield elementary school. Eight years after Arizona statehood, the city boasted a population of more than twenty-nine thousand. As an adult Jack remembered Phoenix as a city that “grew without the built-in background culture found in Middle Western cities. I liked school very much. The building was new, the teachers good, and the textbooks free.”6 Rather than start in kindergarten, he entered the first grade where he quickly learned to read by studying the phonics system that employed flash cards. He recalled how matching the sounds of spoken words with individual letters or groups of letters made sense to him immediately, allowing him to read more quickly than most other classmates. Reading became an early pleasure, and it sustained him for the rest of his life.

In the summer of 1921 after a deflationary recession, Jack’s uncle Charles declared bankruptcy and stayed in Arizona while his parents moved back to Indiana. With jobs scarce Earl Rittenhouse had difficulty finding work in Fort Wayne where the family wanted to settle. In time Jack’s father was hired by a company that manufactured gasoline pumps for an emerging network of filling stations servicing the growing number of automobiles in the United States. Occasionally the boy’s mother would take in sewing piece work. Keeping a household and putting food on the table was always challenging, and as Jack’s parents were getting settled they arranged for his grandparents, Robert and Louise Hassinger, to care for him at their hotel, newly located in Constantine, Michigan, not far from his birthplace. In a village with a population of 1,200, the Hassinger’s owned the Harvey Hotel near the banks of the St. Joseph River.7 Constantine was conveniently located for salesmen calling on potential clients up and down the state, and the hotel’s business was steady. Jack recalled “the year was marked most of all by my discovery of the town’s public library. It was open only two evenings a week . . . from perhaps 6:30 to 9 p.m. I was at the library when it opened and read as fast as I could until it closed and then took two other books back to our rooms at the hotel, to read and return when the library opened again.”8

Young Jack advanced from the first to the fourth grade in two and a half years. Along the way he discovered children’s books by Gelett Burgess (1866–1951), an American poet, art critic, and humorist identified with the San Francisco Bay Area literary renaissance in the 1890s. Burgess was the author of nonsense verse, such as “The Purple Cow,” and the creator of the Goops—unlikely, baldheaded cartoon-like figures that amused Jack. He also borrowed a book about the Boy Scouts of America, formed two years after he was born. Intrigued by what he read, he decided he would join the Scouts as soon as he turned twelve.

When he was ten Jack moved home to live with his parents in Fort Wayne. Soon they had a small house of their own on the edge of town where they lived for the next eight or ten years. “I recall books from that period,” he remembered. “We had a cheap Victorian ‘secretary’ with a lid that dropped to provide a writing surface, and below that were two shelves perhaps thirty inches wide that housed the family library. While in Arizona, my parents had become great readers of books by Zane Grey, especially Riders of the Purple Sage and Under the Tonto Rim. My parents still remembered life in Arizona and really preferred life there instead of in Indiana, and the Southwest became a sort of Eden to which I might return. This mystique was further fixed in my mind by the movies of the period, which I saw most Saturday mornings, with all the old cowboy stars, together with Western pulp magazines that were always around the house.”9

Not all of the reading material at home was Western. Jack recalled his mother, at age thirty, read books by Elinor Glyn, Harold Bell Wright, and romances such as The Prisoner of Zenda, “not exactly great literature, but they did let me know that reading was fun. For my eleventh birthday my aunt gave me three books by James Fenimore Cooper: The Deerslayer, The Last of the Mohicans, and The Pathfinder. No one told her or me that these were normally fare for a boy about three years older, so I read them all, more than once.” When he moved to junior high school, he began riding the trolley to school located near downtown Fort Wayne. His student pass paid for unlimited rides. At lunchtime he got back on the trolley, rode a few more blocks to the center of town and thence to Woolworth’s where his daily allowance of twenty-five cents bought a fifteen-cent hot beef sandwich, leaving a dime to buy a cheap book. Before long his library at home included The Count of Monte Cristo, Treasure Island, and The Three Musketeers.

In his second or third year in high school, he began working as a library page, reshelving books and “reading the shelves” to make certain that everything was in its proper place according to the Dewey decimal system. Late in his life Jack still remembered “that books on economics were under the east windows and books on biography were in the far corner.” For several months after classes ended in 1930, Jack worked for the Fort Wayne Public Library, going around town to pick up overdue books from patrons, and allowed to retain the fines, if collected, for his pay. “By now, the world of books and libraries was nothing new to me; books were as natural as breathing, and I took no special notice of them except when an especially good book crossed my trail.”10

Jack’s earlier interest in the Boy Scouts never wavered. On the night before his twelfth birthday he passed his Tenderfoot test and joined Troop 17 in Fort Wayne, Indiana. Active from the autumn of 1924 until spring, 1932, he recalled those years as critical for building his self-esteem and sense of accomplishment. As Jack’s father saw the positive influences of scouting on his son, he began taking a leadership role with the troop. He soon organized a new Troop 35 closer to their home and became scoutmaster. The entire family joined scouting: his brother Howard at age twelve, his mother becoming captain of a Girl Scout troop, and his sister, Marie, joining the Girl Scouts. “The troop was my ‘gang.’ All of its members were from within a radius of three to eight blocks of my home. We had a regular meeting every Friday night, plus a patrol meeting or other project at least one night a week. We had some activity almost every weekend. In our troop there were Lutherans, Catholics, and Protestants.”11

In 1927, Troop 35 bought a Model T Ford truck for hauling equipment on weekend trips and taking boys to rallies. Jack first learned to drive in that 1919 Model T on country roads—no more homemade pedal cars on the Arizona desert. He also helped print the weekly troop newspaper. On an old Edison mimeograph given to the troop, far from the letterpress printing he would master as an adult, Jack helped produce multiple copies of a modest printed newsletter. “We were also given a typewriter,” he recalled, “a very early machine on which the characters struck upward from below, and one could not see what was typed until the roller was lifted. I learned to type on that machine.”12

Whatever his other Scouting responsibilities, Jack regarded camping as the most important and enjoyable outdoor activity since it required careful planning, good organization, following procedures and routines, leadership, and collaboration. As he advanced in Scouting, he earned twenty-eight merit badges, helping him become familiar with a wide range of occupations. He considered merit badges as a form of career orientation.

In 1928, while he was working in the kitchen at summer camp, he learned about a worldwide Boy Scout Jamboree planned the following summer in England. To attend, each Scout needed to pay five hundred dollars for his own expenses. He knew that amount equaled four months of his dad’s salary and held little hope of going. While the Fort Wayne Scout Council had a business donor who would pay all the expenses for one Boy Scout in Troop 35, Jack felt he would be outranked by more senior Scouts. Nonetheless, when troop members voted on who was most deserving, Jack won. The Lincoln National Life Insurance Company headquartered in Fort Wayne paid his way. Its founder and president, Arthur Fletcher Hall, would later help him with financial support while in college.

The next summer Jack joined 1,300 US Scouts for the two-week Jamboree outside of Liverpool, followed by a two-week tour of England and western Europe with his fellow scouts from Fort Wayne. His vivid recollections of that summer, redolent with details, included the Atlantic crossing on a crowded Cunard ocean liner, making friends with boys from South Africa, Scotland, Australia, and elsewhere, his own duties supervising the cooking for fifty boys, afternoon walks to nearby towns, and a visit to his camp by the Prince of Wales. Early in the voyage, the Cunard staff gave each scout a diary. Jack immediately began making detailed entries of his activities, impressions of his surroundings and the people he met, and reflections on history relating to landmark sites they saw. He sent home four long travel essays, and by age seventeen he became a published writer with his own byline when the Fort Wayne News Sentinel ran his contributions.13 In the walled town of Chester, Jack bought his first antiquarian book, The Lives and Sayings of the Most Famous of the Ancient Philosophers, London, 1696. The highlight for Jack was visiting the battlefield of Waterloo where Wellington defeated Napoleon. In his high school history class the previous year, he had prepared a detailed oral report on the 1815 Battle of Waterloo, and when touring the actual site he found “the whole battlefield just as it had been when the battle was fought. Every field, lane, and farmhouse was just the same. The Scouts around me got a second oral report. But the main effect was on me, for this brought history to life more than anything else I saw on the entire trip. And this relation of history to life has remained with me ever since, especially in the American Southwest, where we are still so close to history.”14

After Jack returned from the Jamboree, he entered his senior year at Central High School in Fort Wayne where he was elected class president.15 He also became junior assistant scoutmaster of Troop 35, held an after-school job at the public library, and participated in a “small semi-official fraternity.” As he prepared for college his interest in active scouting diminished. Still, he always acknowledged the positive impact of scouting throughout his life. When remembering his return from the Jamboree, he wrote, “The boy who got off that train in Fort Wayne was approaching young manhood and far different from the excited twelve-year old who in 1924 had hurried home in the rain with his first Boy Scout Handbook inside his mackinaw, yet, not quite five years had passed.”16

Two men “diverted” Jack’s “stream of life” as he headed to college; both were adult leaders at a Scout summer camp where he had worked as camp adjutant after graduating from high school. Working with Robert Fink, later a professor of classical languages at Kenyon College in Ohio, Jack admired his dedication to majoring in Latin and Greek and his study of German because “many useful books about Latin and Greek were written in German. This impressed me hugely. Imagine going that deep into scholarship!”17 Fink also recommended books that expanded Jack’s appreciation of English fiction. Another Scout leader helped Jack pick a college. When summer Scout camp ended in 1930, Byron McCammon, an elementary school teacher in Fort Wayne, offered Jack a ride to Terre Haute and a tour of the campus at Indiana State Teachers College. Jack decided to stay and try to find work before the fall semester started.

Well-prepared for college, Jack retained much of what he had learned in high school. He had distinguished himself in Scout work, developed social skills, and discovered history and literature that kept drawing him down new paths lined with good books. Even though he excelled in high school, his parents with a marginal income could provide him only occasional and very modest cash support. With no dormitories for men on campus, he found lodging at a rooming house for two dollars per week. With wage-paying jobs impossible to find, he washed dishes and mopped floors for three hours a night at a side-street café in trade for three meals a day and also delivered newspapers. At first paper delivery was a losing proposition. The circulation manager forced him to buy two hundred copies even as his subscription list diminished and nonpayments rose. Later he negotiated a slightly better arrangement to earn a dollar or so a week. One afternoon before classes started Jack rode his bicycle into the countryside to think about what else he could do to afford college. He decided on building and selling ship models, a hobby he took up in high school when reading Homer’s Odyssey. He did not know of anyone else around Terre Haute who was building ship models from scratch at the time, so he decided to build a scale model of the most famous clipper ship from 1854 that won and held the sailing record from New York to San Francisco for many years, the Flying Cloud. As he began, he realized he could make two models simultaneously without much more work by simply cutting two identical pieces at the same time, thus devising a rudimentary production line. He took the finished models back to Fort Wayne and sold them for twenty-five dollars each. Then he called Arthur Fletcher Hall, his insurance company backer, and offered to build a model for him. Hall ordered a model of the USS Constitution for seventy-five dollars. Jack’s first year in college was funded in large part by model building, finding cheap lodging, working at the café for meals, and making a dollar or two per week with his newspaper route.18

The next two years became increasingly harder financially. To reduce expenses, he slept on a cot in the basement of the Boy Scouts headquarters, in a shack without heat, electricity, or running water, and subsequently in an unfurnished house so run down the owner could not rent it. He and a friend kept a pot of stew simmering on the stove as each day they added whatever ingredients they could find, from carrots, to potatoes, or turnips. They slept on the floor, showered and shaved at the gym, used candles for light, studied at the library, and hid their situation from the Dean of Men. “The hard times of the Depression meant less to me than to people older than I, for to me there was no letdown. I had started my economic life in the basement, you might say, and lack of money was as common to me as lack of palm trees [are] to an Eskimo. I had nowhere to go but up.” At times he went hungry. On one occasion an English professor stopped him after class and gave him fifty cents; another time a favorite English professor, Edward M. Gifford, came to the door with a sack of groceries.19 Jack showed his gratitude by giving his professor one of his model boats.

In 1931, after reading extensively about magic, he began building a repertoire of good tricks for making a little money. When his friend Paul Omar joined him, they became “Jack Devere & Paul Omar, Kings of Magic” performing for church youth groups. Jack opened with a talk on “Magic of the Ages,” followed by acts titled “Spirit Mathematician,” “Cards that Pass in the Night,” “Hindu Paper Tearing,” and more. Promoting themselves with newspaper ads and bumper stickers, they claimed popularity around their part of the Midwest. However, they never made more than a couple of bucks an evening with their shows.

Jack and Omar’s last act, performed at the local summer fair, involved a hypnotized Jack, “buried for a week,” and viewed inside his underground coffin illuminated in pale blue light. At the end of the week Omar would “bring Jack back to life.” The Kings of Magic kicked off the hypnotism and burial piece with a fanfare. Jack relaxed in the coffin when the fairway was open, reading Moby-Dick except when someone paid to look down the viewing tube. At night he slipped out to be with his friends. Torrential rains discouraged most customers. At the end of the week the fairway promoter absconded with the money from ticket sales, and the Kings of Magic went out of business.20

Even having to scratch up bits of money for expenses, Jack recalled how much he enjoyed college. There were sunny afternoons when he would set his “old sidewinding Oliver typewriter on some cement blocks out in the yard and write a term paper. Or Roland would play his violin.”21 Jack made friends with ease and relished his courses, especially English and history. He avoided practice teaching classes that were also part of a requirement for education majors because he wanted to take more subject-oriented courses. Jack also joined the Ciceronians, a bookish society. “I remember there were some drama students in the group, some very good musicians who were in the college orchestra, several from the debating team, a few would-be writers, and many talkers—great talkers!”22

For the summer of 1932, Jack decided to stay in Terre Haute after meeting Jack Jewett, an older Chi Delta Chi fraternity brother, now a local printer with his press in an old schoolhouse on South Third Street near downtown. With only one newspaper in town and the runup to the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt under way, Jewett saw an opportunity to print an opposition paper, the Terre Haute News, on an old sheet-fed flatbed cylinder press capable of small press runs. His backers wrote the main political articles and Jewett provided the rest. He bought flat sheets already printed on one side with patent medicine ads and stock columns on various subjects of general interest from a syndicated service. Jack contributed some of the other original material in each issue. With an opportunity to write and develop basic skills as a printer, he covered his room and board for the summer.

He started each day at the railroad station where he bought the newspapers arriving on the early trains from Chicago, St. Louis, and Indianapolis. He selected articles and wrote capsulations for typesetting. Paid a quarter of a cent per printed line, he earned roughly thirty cents per column but was not paid in cash. Instead, he was allocated newspaper space for ads that he then had to sell. He could keep whatever he could collect for the ads, usually a dollar or two each week. “I sold advertisements to restaurants and took pay in the form of meal tickets, so I ate well. I sold one ad to a small local tailor, whose business really was chiefly alterations and pressing, and in payment he gave me an old Fashion Park tuxedo, cut down to fit me, with a white pique vest.” Jack slept on a cot in the basement of the press except when rumors circulated that someone from the opposition paper might try to vandalize the Terre Haute News. Then, he took turns with colleagues sleeping on the large flatbed press upstairs.

Seeking cheap meals, Jack discovered Art’s Café which he regarded as “one of the most amazing examples of free enterprise in the Depression period” in Terre Haute. Art, a hobo, arrived on the scene with about fifteen dollars in his pocket, perhaps from a lucky night of gambling. “On a side street in a run-down part of town, he got use of a store-front room with an old cookstove in back.”23 He cleaned and repainted the place, added a makeshift counter, several old tables and mismatched chairs, and opened his café without a menu. At first Art offered one main dish: fried liver, potatoes, some kind of stuffing or dressing, day-old bread, and coffee. Portions were large and the price fifteen cents.

Taking a liking to Jack, Art coached him at length about how to ride freight trains and survive. He taught Jack how to gauge the speed of a train leaving the railyard and grab onto the front ladder of a rolling gondola; calculate the risk of freight shifting and crushing you once you were in the car; keep from getting locked inside refrigerator cars; avoid the “bulls” (railroad police); and spend nights safely in one of the thousands of hobo camps dotting rail lines across America. Jack didn’t know it at the time, but soon he would put every one of Art’s careful lessons to good use.24

When the semester began again in September, he enrolled for another year, kept working, managed his class readings, papers, and exams, and took part in other college activities, from dates and dances to the poetry club and the debating team. The big bands of Tommy Dorsey, Wayne King, Bob Crosby, and more were on the air and on the road playing one-night stands. When in Indiana they would often play the Trianon Dance Hall in Terre Haute where Jack and friends would take their dates for an evening of dancing. As he learned about iambic pentameter and sonnet structure, he began writing more poetry. By the following year he was published in the student poetry magazine, elected president of the poetry club, and awarded the college poetry prize. The debate society drew him even more. Just as he had taken to reading as a child, Jack found intercollegiate debate offered enjoyment from learning facts, organizing ideas, and developing persuasive verbal skills. In 1932 he made the varsity debating team, which ended its season undefeated. The following year Jack and his team were equally strong, and he received the Jardine medal, given to “the student who has made the best record or rendered the greatest service on the Intercollegiate Debating Team of the school.” Jack was the first undergraduate to be so recognized.25

Even as he enjoyed college, he began to reassess his experience, the degree requirements, the courses he had taken, those he still needed to finish, and how they fit together to make him a well-educated individual. His journal from the time reveals how closely he read and the detailed analytical notes he kept. He made outlines for key elements in numerous genres of writing and kept other lists of the “50 best” or “100 best” poems, short stories, or novels in various genres. He also wrote plays and essays beyond any class requirements and produced one of his plays in his neighborhood church back home.

As he thought about the past three years, he considered his progress. He had begun college hoping to qualify for an administrative job with the Boy Scouts of America or a teaching position in history. As the Depression deepened and layoffs increased incrementally, he focused more on his changing opportunities. Keenly aware of the strengths and weaknesses among his professors, he abhorred the racists, shunned the intellectually sloppy and lazy, and respected the teaching and mentoring skills of his best professors. Now in his junior year at college he began to have second thoughts about a high school teaching career. He did not like the “fishbowl” aspect of a job that he thought was judged not so much by the quality of work but by societal norms others applied. In addition, he learned his college would soon reduce by three-fourths the number of teaching certificates to be granted each year.

As he began consulting with others about his career possibilities, he turned to English Professor Leslie H. Meeks, one of the most highly regarded faculty members on campus. Jack was struggling to evaluate the continuity and progression in his course of study rather than seeing it as “forty-eight pigeonholes, each stuffed with facts.” Meeks suggested studies in ethics, but such courses were unavailable at Indiana State Teachers College. After talking with his parents and their Methodist minister, he decided to leave college and “see what it was like out in the world.”26

On one of his last evenings on campus as students were departing for the summer, Jack stopped by the main building where fraternities and sororities had bulletin boards in small spaces and where members met briefly between classes and left messages for one another. He spontaneously drew a coat of arms for his Chi Delta Chi fraternity and affixed it to the top of the board. “After I left college in the fall of 1933, I never went back to Terre Haute except when I was passing through in the early fall of 1944. I had a few minutes between trains, and it was night, but I still went to see the old main building. That was during the ‘off’ month when no students were on campus. The Chi Delta Chi bulletin board was still in its place, topped by the crest I had drawn—it seemed like a generation earlier. The halls were empty; no one was around.”27 Jack had also moved on.





Chapter 2
Coming of Age on the Road


I worked that shift until midnight seven nights a week and typed up the daily reports for the night manager. Between two jobs I made enough for us to live on. We were living in an old tenement on West 23rd St., in the Chelsea district, a gloomy place swarming with roaches.

—JACK D. RITTENHOUSE1

AS THE GREAT DEPRESSION continued and options for employment disappeared, so did Jack’s dream of a college degree. His majors in history and English pointed him toward high school teaching, which he soon rejected as “doing the same thing over and over.” Although he had learned how to operate a platen press in off hours at the Terre Haute News, he didn’t have sufficient credentials or experience to qualify for a job. Back home in Fort Wayne, his deep interest in reading kept leading him to the book review pages in the daily newspapers at the public library. There, he also began reading books about how to land a job. When he made a pitch to the Journal-Gazette for writing a book review column, the managing editor turned him down, but Jack was ready. He offered to submit reviews as a local writer and do so for free. All he asked was use of a newsroom typewriter during off-hours, some stationery, and mailing privileges for his outgoing requests for review copies. The newspaper accepted his offer.2 His new boss also gave Jack some perks such as free theater passes and a street-car pass worth one dollar a week, good for unlimited rides anywhere in the city. Other benefits included an occasional free lunch at the Chamber of Commerce after which Jack wrote stories for the Journal-Gazetteabout their speakers.3

For the next few years Jack wrote to publishers on the letterhead of the Fort Wayne Journal-Gazette, requesting review copies of books. As the mail arrived, he relished the anticipation of opening another new package of books, a delight he would carry through life. He read the books quickly and wrote his reviews for their final edit in-house. As each new column went to press, Jack bundled up the books he had just reviewed, pulled out his streetcar pass, and headed to the book shops and the public library to sell his review copies for half the price printed on their dust jackets. Living at home, he used his new-found income as pocket money and occasionally bought a book of particular interest at a local bookshop run by a good friend, the retired high school librarian who had hired him several years earlier at his high school library.

At the Journal-Gazettein 1934 Jack was drawn to the United Press room with its teletype churning out stories about the rise of totalitarian leaders in Germany, Italy, Russia, and China, as well as the growing threat of war in Europe. As the drumbeat of conflict grew, Jack wrote to the Paris bureau of the United Press, asking if they would hire him as a war correspondent. While the UP had a reputation for hiring reporters with little training or experience, their reply was noncommittal, saying if he were in Paris and war broke out it would consider him for some type of employment. Encouraged, he wrote a brief article for the Fort Wayne newspaper. It read in part,

Jack Rittenhouse to Leave April 21 for Stay in Europe. . . . He plans to stay at least six months in Paris as a newspaper correspondent, and if circumstances warrant will prolong his stay for two years visiting England, Belgium and Germany. Since last November Mr. Rittenhouse has been book critic for The Journal-Gazette, and on his travels will write a series of articles dealing with political trends and items of general interest abroad. . . . He will go on a short tour through southern Canada and plans to leave Montreal during the first week in May. He intends to travel alone, vagabonding wherever possible and thus visiting the spots ordinarily least frequented by tourists.4

Next, he pitched another new idea to the managing editor of the Journal-Gazette—a press card that looked official but carried no promises that the newspaper had hired him. The top line of his “press card” read “OFFICIAL PRESS CORRESPONDENT” and continued with a disclaimer that the Journal-Gazette assumed no responsibilities for his acts or financial obligations. Nevertheless, they would “appreciate any courtesies and facilities extended him in obtaining news and information.” To make the card appear more official, the editor signed it and a notary public stamped it.

To record his journey he purchased a small Webster Note Book favored by newspaper reporters and pasted on the cover “Travel Notes, Volume I, Diary from April 23 to _____, 1934. Also Addresses, lists of photos Nos. 16-____, Articles.”

Inside the front cover he pasted one of his freshly printed cards:


“AROUND THE WORLD ON A DOLLAR”

Jack D. Rittenhouse

(THE ROVING REPORTER)

SPECIAL FEATURE CORRESPONDENT

“Journal-Gazette”—Fort Wayne, Ind., U.S.A.



On the first pages of his diary he noted the political parties in France, his contacts in Paris and their addresses. Thus, Jack’s Log of the Wanderlust begins:

Monday, April 23, 1934 (1st Day). The court-house clock showed 8:20 a.m. when I shouldered my pack and climbed aboard the Third Street trolley. Shortly before I got off the conductor began a conversation as to my destination, evincing great surprise that I was heading for Paris. With my pack again slung on my back, I walked out to the junction of two main roads; I placed the pack at my feet with the word PARIS prominently showing, and threw my hitch-hiking “thumb” into high gear. I always try a wide grin as accompaniment. It worked. A big orange Kingan meat-truck stopped and I climbed into the cab.5

With his new press card, business card, passport, and twenty-five dollars in his pocket, Jack headed to Montreal where, five years earlier, he boarded a steamship bound for England and the Third International Boy Scouts Jamboree. He planned to wrangle a job as a deckhand on any boat headed to Europe, hitchhike to Paris, and knock on the door of the European headquarters of the United Press.

Hitchhiking through Indiana and Michigan, Jack stopped overnight with relatives, starting with his Grandfather Hassinger in Constantine, Michigan. In larger towns he called on newspaper editors trying to interest them in stories he would be sending from abroad. At the Kalamazoo GazetteManaging Editor J. K. Walsh said he would be glad to receive Jack’s submissions from France and then told him about a similar trip he had made on horseback in South Africa visiting Durban, Natal and Bulawayo before boarding tramp steamers up the west coast of Africa and later in the South Seas. Gregarious and earnest, Jack easily engaged a variety of people in conversations and picked up story leads.

Heading to Plainwell he chatted with a truck driver who gave him the name of Fritzhof G. Erichson, (Commadore of the Yacht Club in Toronto), a good storyteller about “Early Birds,” airmen who flew solo prior to 1914. The truck driver also gave Jack “another valuable tip” about Canadian pilot Roy Brown, originally credited with shooting down the German air ace, Manfred von Richthofen (later disproved). At another paper a cordial managing editor responded, “Frankly there was little chance of using any of my





















Harry Smolin, the proprietor, is a dapper little man of about 40, with wavy hair showing tinges of gray. The real clerk is Barney Weinstein who has been in America 20 years. He tells me occasional experiences he has had with women and of more sanely adventurous [experiences]. Once he was sitting in a railway station in Washington, D.C., when a woman inquired of the time of departure of the next train to Philadelphia. Barney didn’t know, and the woman, by adroit questioning discovered that he had no place to stay. Thereupon she dropped her guise and invited him to her apartment. He stayed two weeks and then skipped out with $400 in jewels. I am Barney’s assistant, and I do all sorts of work, from waiting on customers to running errands. . . . I like the place because I have always wanted to be a bookseller.20





















































I caught the Pennsylvania east out of Fort Wayne late in the day. There were no empties, and I had to ride outside. This meant the roof of the car, at least after dark. One could hang onto ladders between freight cars, but not for long stretches. There was a strong wind along the top of the train, and I had to devise some way of resting safely and blocking the wind. I lay down on the roof of the boxcar, which sloped gently downward from the running boards along the middle of the roof. With me I carried an extra belt, long and strong, and I looped this through my trousers’ belt and through the planks of the running board. I still carried my backpack, and I shifted this so it lay on the roof just beyond my head. This provided both safety and a windbreak, and so I made it into Lima, Ohio, the first division point.59


I worked during the day at a lettershop firm known as Druggists Addressing Service down near Canal Street, . . . running an Addressograph machine all day. . . . The machines were equipped with high-speed drive pulleys, and I sat all day feeding the machine by hand; my top speed was addressing 2,300 an hour, handfed. After five o’clock I got a bit of supper on the way to my evening job which was as an usher at the old City Theatre on Fourteenth St. just off Union Square, near Luchow’s restaurant. . . . I worked that shift until midnight seven nights a week, and typed up the daily reports for the night manager. Between the two jobs I made enough for us to live on. We were living in an old tenement on West 23rd St., in the Chelsea district, a gloomy place swarming with roaches.61


























I was, nonetheless, absorbing by osmosis much of the tradition of publishing. We were . . . near 60 Fifth Avenue. Just north of us was the main office of Prentice Hall, in their own tall, narrow building. Below us was the Macmillan Building, looking for all the world like a temple or a bank. Between Macmillan and H-C (we had only a floor or part of a floor) lay the antiquarian bookshop of Dauber & Pine. Across the street was a mail order remainder house that served libraries. We had no regular coffee breaks in those days but could get away occasionally for a cup, and one of the men I met then was Ed Delafield, handling sales. I also heard gossip about the Macmillan people, who had just acquired a Civil War, pro-Southern novel that they felt might be a really good seller—perhaps as much as twenty-thousand copies, tops. It was called GONE WITH THE WIND.72
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