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semper pesco
(fish always)

  Man’s life is but vain, for ’tis subject to pain,
And sorrow, and short as a bubble;

  ‘Tis a hodge-podge of business, and money, and care,
And care, and money, and trouble.

  But we’ll take no care when the weather proves fair;
Nor will we vex now though it rain;

  We’ll banish all sorrow, and sing till to-morrow,
And angle, and angle again.

  —IZAAK WALTON (1653)
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  Foreword

  It is a great pleasure for me to offer a few thoughts about one of my personal heroes and his passion for fishing. As I turned the pages of this outstanding new biography, I could not help but think that Herbert Hoover was never more at peace than he was standing in an Oregon stream in search of rainbow trout or trolling off the coast of Florida for fighting fish. Public service was his vocation, but fishing was his respite from a hectic world.

  In fact, the sport was something of a spiritual experience for him. “He found God in a trout stream as well as a church pew,” Richard Norton Smith once wrote about our thirty-first president. Hoover was fond of saying that fishing was a lesson in democracy—“for all men were equal before fishes.” And let us not forget that before he was elected president of the United States, Hoover presided over the Izaak Walton League. His inaugural address to the League is worth quoting at length:


  Man and boy, the American is a fisherman. That comprehensive list of human rights, the Declaration of Independence, is firm that all men (and boys) are endowed with certain inalienable rights, including life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, which obviously includes the pursuit of fish. . . . The great majority of us (except public officials) really work no more than eight hours a day except during the stress of planting or harvesting or elections. If we sleep eight hours we have eight hours in which to ruminate and make merry or stir the cauldron of evil.

  This civilization is not going to depend upon what we do when we work so much as what we do in our time. . . . We go to chain theaters and movies; we watch somebody else knock a ball over the fence or kick it over the goal post. I do that and I believe in it. I do, however, insist that no other organized joy has values comparable to the outdoor experience. . . . The joyous rush of the brook, the contemplation of the eternal flow of the stream, the stretch of forest and mountain all reduce our egotism, soothe our troubles, and shame our wickedness.

  Izaak Walton did not spend his life answering a bell. He never got the jumps from traffic signals or the price of wheat. The blessings of fishing include . . . discipline in the equality of men, meekness and inspiration before the works of nature, charity and patience toward tackle-makers and the fish, a mockery of profits and concerts, a quieting of hate and a hushing to ambition, a rejoicing and gladness that you do not have to do a blanked thing until next week.



  Hoover’s love of fishing never left him. A year before his death in 1964, the former president published Fishing for Fun and to Wash Your Soul, certainly the most personal and whimsical of his many books. Under headings such as “Where Ponce de Leon Lost the Fountain of Youth” and “Fishing Presidents and Candidates,” the old man distilled the experiences of a lifetime, registering a wry protest against “civilization, cement pavements, office buildings, and radios,” not to mention such deadening realities of modern life as “telephone bells, church bells, office boys, columnists, pieces of paper and the household chores.” No one ever went to jail while fishing, said Hoover—“unless they forgot to buy a license.”

  Forgive me if I also quote Hoover’s eloquent testimonial to my native state: “Oregon,” wrote Hoover, “lives in my mind for its gleaming wheat fields, its abundant fruit, its luxuriant forest vegetation, and the fish in the mountain streams. To step into its forests with their tangles of berry bushes, their ferns, their masses of wild flowers, stirs up odors peculiar to Oregon. Within these woods are never ending journeys of discovery, and the hunts for grouse and expeditions for trout.” I could not have said it better myself!

  He was never more poetic about fishing than in the wistful postscript entitled “Home Again,” in which Hoover declared, “There are two things I can say for sure. Two months after you return from a fishing expedition you will begin again to think of the snowcap or the distant mountain peak, the glint of sunshine on the water, the excitement of the dark blue seas, and the glories of the forest. And then you buy more tackle and more clothes for next year. There is no cure for these infections. And that big fish never shrinks.”

  Although I am not much of a fisherman myself, I did learn about fishing and many other things from the man himself. As a graduate student at Stanford University, I studied Hoover’s leadership in establishing federal labor policy, and Mr. Hoover graciously agreed to discuss my thesis with me in his office at Stanford. Although I still remember the excitement of entering that room more than fifty years ago, I can’t remember much of what was said. Perhaps the most important result of the meeting was that he granted me permission to use his papers and showed faith that this young graduate student would produce a useful study.

  I stayed in touch with Mr. Hoover by mail after I left Stanford, but the high point of my contact with him came in the summer of 1959 during my first term as governor of Oregon. Mr. Hoover invited me to be his guest at the Bohemian Grove encampment that July. It was an extraordinary opportunity to talk with him about politics and public service and all manner of subjects including fishing.

  Mr. Hoover and I wrote and spoke to each other several times over the years, and I value those contacts immensely. Indeed, I still have among my book collection several Hoover volumes, including a personally inscribed copy of Fishing for Fun. Forty years after his death, Mr. Hoover’s message in that book has lost neither its appeal nor its charm. Life consists of more than making a living, he insisted. “It is the break of the waves in the sun, the contemplation of the eternal flow of the stream, the stretch of forest and mountain in their manifestation of the Maker—it is all these that soothe our troubles, shame our wickedness, and inspire us to esteem our fellow men—especially other fishermen.”

  Hal Elliott Wert has expanded on Hoover’s slim volume and documented the contours of Hoover’s passion for fishing. Hoover comes alive in Wert’s lively prose, as he struggles with enormous challenges of feeding the world and reorganizing the federal government. Wert shows that, in spite of his considerable responsibilities, Hoover always set aside a few days each year to cast his line into a bubbling brook or sail off in search of the one that got away. Hal Wert reveals a side of Hoover that is not available in other biographies.

  So I commend this volume to all who enjoy reading or fishing or both. It is a book that will inform and entertain you regardless of your political philosophy. I suggest that you take the book along on your next fishing trip. You can read a few chapters as you wait for the big one to snatch your line and take you on your next great adventure. Happy reading and happy fishing!

  SEN. MARK O. HATFIELD

May 2004
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  Prologue

  While researching Hoover and his programs to feed Europe during both World Wars, I persistently ran into material on Hoover as a fisherman. It was quickly evident that Hoover had led an adventurous life in the outdoors and that fishing was a key to better understanding a very private man. It was also clear that very little had been written about the Hoovers’ association with the world outdoors. Hoover wrote dozens of articles on fishing, and his wife, Lou Henry, wrote about camping and hiking for the Girl Scouts. Biographers and historians touched on the highlights of their adventures only in a secondary way, as a means of adding color, rather than as something central to their analysis. Partly, this was taking the easier road, for discovering details of their outdoor life proved a laborious task. Hoover considered his fishing time private and therefore rarely revealed any details as to where, how often, or with what he fished.

  The oral history collections at the Hoover Library were invaluable in ferreting out details, as was the newspaper clipping file. Much of the best information, however, came from state historical societies, county museums, and local newspapers. The national media might not have paid much attention to a fishing trip taken by the secretary of commerce or a former president, but local papers did. In Oregon, where Hoover was a hero before his presidency and remains popular, local and state coverage was extensive. In several areas where Hoover fished, I was able to find accounts written by his fishing guides or their families or friends.

  Hoover, who pulled fish from the Wapsinonoc in West Branch, Iowa, as a boy, developed into a preeminent fishermen, one of the best known in the country, just a few notches below Zane Grey and Ernest Hemingway. Hoover mastered nearly every kind of freshwater and saltwater fishing. After 1946, when President Harry Truman returned Hoover to government service, Americans came to know the man more fully and to learn more about his fishing trips to Florida and Oregon. Hoover, who had given up politics by the end of World War II, became in the 1950s an elder statesman who dispensed a wide array of advice and commentary on the nation’s problems and on the benefits of fishing—a latter-day Izaak Walton. But Hoover’s presidency remained clouded by the Depression, and his earlier accomplishments moved to the back of the American psyche.

  To the present generation, the Hoovers are people relegated to history books, along with Calvin Coolidge, William Howard Taft, and William Henry Harrison. But the mention of Hoover can still evoke memories among those who survived the Great Depression. Often people remember jingles such as this one:

  Worldwide Depression, Everywhere

  Herb Hoover is to blame.

  Disaster in the Earth and Air,

  Herb Hoover is to blame.

  I find my eyes are getting dim,

  Herb Hoover is to blame.

  My bank account is very slim,

  Herb Hoover is to blame;

  My oldest boy is running booze,

  And little Jennie smokes and chews,

  I’m nearly dying of the Blues,

  Herb Hoover is to blame.

  Others recall invective little rhymes that stuck in your brain and ran round and round:

  Mellon drove the engine

  Hoover rang the bell

  Wall Street blew the whistle

  And the country went to hell.

  And then there are those powerful Depression icons that persist in the popular imagination: Hoovervilles, Hoover hogs, Hoover flags, Hoover blankets, Hoover carts, and Hoover Pullmans.

  Walk into any bookstore, particularly one of the large chain stores, make your way to the presidential biography section, and run your finger along the shelf. A lot of books have been written about the forty-three presidents, but the list of those who have maintained the interest of the American public is short. An occasional breakthrough, such as the brilliant biography of John Adams by David McCullough, is there, and maybe a biography of Washington or Jefferson, but probably not both. Most likely, a Jackson biography, a Lincoln biography, and three or four books about Teddy Roosevelt grace the shelves. There are usually one or two books on Wilson, a half shelf on Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, one or two on Truman and Eisenhower, and two full shelves on the Kennedys, who remain a virtual publishing industry. After JFK, two or three titles appear on each of the more recent presidents, except for the raft of books on Reagan and Clinton. Significantly, there are rarely books on Herbert Hoover. You are lucky to find a Hoover title in a used bookstore, though the large Internet book services have more choices. If you want to know something about Herbert and Lou Henry Hoover, you have to make a special effort. Hoover remains in the minds of the public and most historians as a failed American president, a cold man, indifferent to his nation’s suffering during the Great Depression.

  The popular views of the three Republican presidents between Wilson and Roosevelt are that Warren Harding was a corrupt man who prevailed over a scandal-ridden administration, Coolidge was a do-nothing president with a sharp tongue, and Hoover was a president who made a very bad situation worse. To the younger generation, all three names mean nothing.

  Then why a book about Hoover? Historians in the last fifteen years have been much kinder to our thirty-first president, and several economic historians have credited Hoover’s analysis of the Depression, linking it to the international financial crisis emerging from World War I, as correct, though his efforts to deal with the economic crisis, while sometimes extraordinary, were too little too late. Regardless of Hoover’s failings or the enduring fame of the Roosevelts and the Kennedys, Herbert and Lou Hoover deserve more attention. Their lives were much more interesting than is generally supposed. In fact, they were often genuinely exciting. Hoover’s life spanned nearly a century, and he was a thinker and doer who shaped the way we live. It is hard to imagine a couple who worked harder or accomplished more than the Hoovers. Just as important, their lives posed a solution to the problem of modernity, the transformation of an agrarian society into a modern industrial giant. The Hoovers, like so many Americans of that period and even now, to use an old expression, had a pair of pants on each leg. One leg was firmly planted in rural Iowa, with its attendant values, and the other leg was squarely in the new upwardly mobile, urban professional class. Hoover’s idea was to combine the best of the old with the new, to minimize the assured loss associated with major changes he was helping bring about, to try not to be the agent of our own society’s destruction.

  The Hoovers’ solution, the voluntary cooperative restructuring of American society, largely failed, but for a time their approach represented the hopes of millions. Hoover’s ideas were pleasing and promised to bridge the widening gap between past and present. Bert and Lou were the new man and woman of bourgeois America, and they carried the new professional class’s standard, its hopes and dreams. To Hoover, his election to the presidency represented a mandate to implement his solutions posed by the problem of a rapidly transforming society. It was a “New Day.” A more radical solution to the same set of problems, which also failed, was the road traveled by John Reed and Louise Bryant. For Hoover, fishing became symbolic of his effort to transcend the earthquakelike separation of historical epochs. Fishing and the beauty of nature pulled forward those simpler times, recalling the garden in which we once had lived and had so radically transformed.

  Hoover likely will remain somewhere around thirtieth on polls rating the presidents. Because of his accomplishments in his postpresidential years, he, like Jimmy Carter, won a place in the hearts of Americans. Nevertheless, he will continue to be viewed as a president who, although he was a decent, upstanding, caring human being, committed to government service, was a failure while in office—a man who failed the challenges of his time, a man who failed to master events and therefore was mastered by them. Hoover was a victim of the values he held and of his own experiences. But a closer examination of Hoover’s life reveals a private, shy man largely unknown to the American public. Ironically, that is exactly what Herbert Hoover intended.

  Stoicism, his Quaker upbringing, and a deep commitment to privacy made Hoover difficult to know. Except for an infrequent glimpse behind the wall of seclusion, whatever unhappiness or disappointments the Hoovers might have suffered in their marriage, or whatever difficulties or disappointments they had in their family, remain essentially hidden. The Hoovers’ success in warding off the world is a constant source of frustration to the historian. The downside of public persons who insist on private lives is that a lack of personal letters and diaries turn historians to other figures, people who are more accessible and can be more easily reconstructed.

  Through a range of sources, I have been able to clarify many details concerning the Hoovers’ life outdoors, and I have discovered the details of many fishing trips that were previously unknown. On the other hand, I have often run into dead ends, destinations regarding which no information was available. In other situations, I have not had a specific document as evidence but have had to rely upon deduction and inference. Through all of this, my goal has been to tell more fully the little-known but exciting story of the Hoovers’ lives and to demonstrate how important the outdoors was to their understanding. I hope that I have managed to put flesh on their bones, as well as fish on Herbert Hoover’s hooks.

  HAL ELLIOTT WERT

Kansas City Art Institute

February 2004




  1

  A Boyhood in Iowa

  Herbert Hoover’s initiation into the deep mysteries of the piscatorial art began when he was eight years old, on the creeks and rivers that punctuated the fertile prairie surrounding West Branch, Iowa, a tiny village in the eastern part of the state. His equipment was a marvel of simplicity: a willow pole, butcher-string line, and hooks that sold for a penny apiece. Hoover liked to say that hooks sold ten for a dime, but the dime was hard to get.1 Bait consisted of minnows, worms, grubs, mayflies, cicadas, katydids, grasshoppers, and a potpourri of other insects. Night crawlers and angleworms were favorites. Young Iowa fishermen spent a good deal of time preparing wooden cheese boxes, tin canisters, buckets, and various containers in order to house the bait they persistently hunted. Picking up huge, slimy, wiggling night crawlers on dewy nights or turning over spades full of black prairie earth in pursuit of slippery angleworms or fat, white-bodied, orange-nosed grubs was almost as enjoyable as fishing. The angleworms were amazingly agile and often quickly disappeared into the tunnels of their own making. Dexterity was needed to catch them. Fish worms quickly grasped between the index finger and thumb could be pulled from their chambers. Occasionally, when pulled on hard, the worm stretched out taut—like a rubber band—and then, surprisingly, easily broke in two. The grubs, however, when exposed by the shovel, curled up in tight semicircles and rolled slowly about in protest against the invasion of their dark, dank realm. Boys easily caught huge grasshoppers, thick in the tall, red-stemmed prairie grass, and squeezed their thoraxes to make them “spit tobacco,” a process that forced a blackish brown liquid to bubble from between their mandibles.

      [image: chpt_fig_001]

West Branch, Iowa, 1880s. COURTESY HERBERT HOOVER PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY-MUSEUM

  Flying grasshoppers with wings of red or yellow, trimmed with black, were extremely difficult to catch by hand—perhaps the greatest challenge. The protruding bulbous eyes and sensitive antennae of these armored leaf-eating machines saw and heard all. Even when approached with stealth, the wily insects nearly always detected their pursuer, springing into the air with a loud, shrill staccato chatter, and flew no more than ten or fifteen yards, landing with a thump. On swelteringly hot summer days, small barefoot boys chased these six-legged Pied Pipers down dusty serpentine roads. After an assortment of bait was at last assembled, it was time to fish. Dreaming of success, the fishermen headed for the creek to try their luck.

  To ready the fishing line, a cork bobber was attached in order to set the depth of the hook. Several inches above the hook, a lead sinker or a small rock ensured that the bait stayed submerged. Then the bait was securely attached so that it hid the hook but still looked natural or wiggled enough in the water to entice a fish. To bring him luck, the hopeful fisherman spat on the bait. Hoover explained that fishermen were a superstitious lot and maintained that “all American small boys spit on the bait.”2

  Now came the most challenging part: The line had to be thrown or cast to midstream without losing the bait or without catching the trees or hooking the tall ragweed or button weed that often lined the creek banks. Sometimes this took several attempts, and each boy developed his own technique—a subject that produced numerous arguments about who had the best solution. Occasionally a fish would tug the bobber in the first few minutes, but more often it was Lady Luck and patience that yielded a catch from Wapsinonoc Creek.

  Once the fish took the bait, the boys learned to set the hook and pull in the fish. To land the catch, it was necessary to extend the line and pole as far away from the body as possible while running the trailing line through the other hand. When the pole and line were fully extended, the boy grasped the line and repeated the process until the fish was snug against his hand. Setting the pole on the ground, he ran the other hand slowly over the fish to smooth down the fins and avoid getting spiked—a painful experience that almost always drew blood and produced purple streaking around the wound. Removing the hook was also a tricky procedure. Even small fish would expand their bodies with air, wiggle, and attempt to escape. A misstep and the fish was lost. With the fish securely in hand, a stringer was run through the fish’s mouth and out the gill. The last step was to slip the fish back into the water and tie the rope to a stick stuck into the ground at the edge of the creek.

  Digging through a cheese box for a worm or reaching into a grass-filled jar in search of a grasshopper, the boy again baited his hook, cast his line, and sat down in anticipation of hooking an even bigger fish. Come late afternoon, stringers of mud cats, sunfish, pumpkinseeds, chubs, and redhorse were carried home to appreciative mothers, grateful for a change in diet, but exasperated by the wet and muddy condition of their charges. Hoover, reflecting upon his fishing experiences as a boy in Iowa, remarked that he had “lived in the time when a fish used to bite instead of strike and we knew it bit when the cork bobbed. And moreover we ate the fish.”3 For Hoover, these rich childhood experiences instilled in him a love of fishing and a love of the outdoors. Throughout much of his long and productive life, he repeatedly returned to nature for recreation, solitude, escape, and renewal. Later in his life, when alone in a fast-rushing trout stream, he felt closer to the creator of all things.

  Hoover, who would become thirty-first president of the United States, was born on August 10 or 11, 1874, in West Branch, Iowa, to Jessie and Hulda Hoover. In the commotion attending the baby’s arrival, nobody noticed whether it was just before or after midnight. The following morning, his father, quite pleased at having a second son, bragged to a neighbor, “Well, we have another General Grant at our house.”4 Named Herbert at the suggestion of his aunt Ann, he was soon dubbed Bertie by family and friends. Bertie was preceded by a brother, Theodore, nicknamed Tad, born in 1871, and followed by a younger sister, Mary, called May, born in 1876.

  Bertie, as a child, along with many other family members, suffered the croup, a viral infection of the upper and lower breathing tract. One snow-covered winter day, when he was roughly two and a half years old, he coughed, choked, turned purple, and keeled over, seemingly dead.5 After placing him on pillows on a high table, his mother, father, aunts, and cousins worked furiously to save his life. In their frantic attempts at reviving him, his aunts vigorously rubbed his body with goose grease. When he did not respond, they swathed his body in an onion poultice. Both failed. One of Bertie’s cousins was hurriedly sent to find his uncle, Dr. Henry John Minthorn, who was out on daily house calls. Told that his nephew was near death, Henry John drove his spirited horses at a gallop to reach the stricken boy. As he reined in the sweat-covered team, Grandmother Minthorn burst from the house and shouted, “Bertie is gone.”6 Henry John leaped from the buggy, ran to his house next door, retrieved two blankets, and ran back to the Hoovers’. There he found Bertie laid out on the kitchen table given up for dead, a dime on each eyelid, awaiting burial preparation. The young boy indeed seemed gone, but among those gathered, someone noticed a faint tremor of life. Dr. Minthorn acted quickly. Wrapping Bertie in blankets, he pulled out the boy’s tongue, cleared the phlegm from his clogged throat, and slowly and gently revived his patient using mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.7 As devout Quakers, the family attributed Bertie’s miraculous comeback to God’s direct intervention. Grandmother Minthorn solemnly proclaimed, “God has a great work for that boy to do; that is why he was brought back to life.”8

      [image: chpt_fig_002]

Birthplace of Herbert Hoover. COURTESY HERBERT HOOVER PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY-MUSEUM

  Fully recovered, Bertie grew into a healthy, round-faced, slightly chubby young boy. He was inquisitive but naturally quiet, shy, and reserved. Like so many other youngsters of that time, he went on to survive a number of childhood diseases—mumps, measles, diphtheria, chickenpox, and recurring bouts of the croup. Sickness attacked the West Branch area often, and the inhabitants were additionally exposed to the dangers of typhoid fever and malaria. Four years later, in 1880 when Bertie was six, his father was not granted a similar reprieve. At age thirty-four, after developing a severe cold, Jesse Hoover, successful blacksmith and budding entrepreneur, died suddenly from “rheumatism of the heart”—rheumatic fever, another contagion that claimed many.9 Bertie was too young for his father’s death to have much of an immediate impact, and his father remained dimly remembered in the young boy’s mind. His life, of course, now moved in a different direction. For his older brother, Tad, then ten, their father’s death left “a void unfillable and unfilled forever.”10

  Hulda Hoover struggled with providing for and raising three children without the aid of a husband. For spiritual comfort, she turned to the church. Always a deeply committed Quaker, she took to the circuit, sometimes for two or three weeks at a time, and was in demand as a speaker and preacher—especially at the quarterly meeting of Friends in Muscatine, Iowa. Conservative Quakers objected to her singing hymns in church, but the Society of Friends was in transition, and the evangelical reform elements appealed to many believers.11 Hulda knew where she stood: She was an activist evangelical who supported reform. While their mother traveled to meetings as far away as Kansas, the children were cared for by relatives or friends. Tad boarded with the Cook family, who lived down the street. To earn his keep, he performed whatever chores needed to be done. These often included gathering kindling or weeding the garden. Bert stayed with Uncle Allen Hoover, but he was too young to do much work and not much was expected. May stayed with Grandmother Minthorn, a woman to whom she was greatly attached.12

  Attending Quaker services that lasted nearly all day Sunday was a trial for the children, but their mother’s break with the conservative wing of the church made the day easier, for now there were a sermon and music. When younger, the two Hoover boys sat on the men’s side of the meetinghouse, May was on the other side with the women, and all waited for hours for the Lord to move someone in the congregation to speak. Sometimes no one was touched by the inner light and not a word transpired. After several hours had passed, all went home.13 Hoover recalled the long hours of silence in the unadorned, cold, gray meetinghouse with a special poignancy, a place where “a small boy was not even allowed to count his toes.”14 This disciplined waiting may have taught patience, restraint, and forbearance, but the Hoover boys and most of the Quaker children of West Branch bore these Sunday sessions with equanimity, for their reward came later that day when they escaped into the surrounding woods and fields. Not until Hoover became secretary of commerce did he begin to warm again to his Quaker religious heritage.

  Growing up on the Iowa farming frontier necessitated a self-reliant life in the outdoors. Very few items in the Hoovers’ lives were storebought—the land provided for nearly all the family’s needs, and the young people of this small village worked alongside adults to gather and cut wood, dry herbs, gather walnuts and hickory nuts, tap maple sap for syrup, milk cows, slaughter animals, muck stalls, hoe corn, and prepare vegetables for canning. But even after adding the busy schoolday to church and the endless list of chores, there was still some time left for other pursuits. In the opening lines of A Boyhood in Iowa, Hoover nostalgically recalls his Tom Sawyer-like childhood: “I prefer to think of Iowa as I saw it through the eyes of a ten-year-old boy—and the eyes of all ten-year-old Iowa boys are or should be filled with the wonders of Iowa’s streams and woods, of the mystery of growing crops. His days should be filled with adventure and great undertakings, with participation in good and comforting things.”15 In Hoover’s Garden of Eden, the rhythmic change of seasons provided the children of West Branch an opportunity for swimming in summer, sledding in winter, and hunting, fishing, and exploring nearly all year round. Bertie, Tad, and May, along with the other children of the town, participated in Iowa’s offerings with relish.

  Bertie, now usually called Bert, early on demonstrated a flair for fishing by hooking the big ones. He once hauled in a twelve-inch sucker from Wapsinonoc Creek—“a record,” his brother Tad maintained, “a famous fish in those days and not surpassed in his time.”16 When the boys had caught enough fish or were overcome with hunger, they gathered wood, built a small fire, and then gutted, scaled, and slow-roasted their small fish on green willow sticks. Later in life, Hoover, having eaten at some of the best restaurants in the world, adamantly maintained that no dish, not even one prepared at the Ritz or in the kitchen of Maxim’s, could match the succulent flavor of a “punkin seed” on a stick.17 After this “gourmet repast,” the boys usually plunged into their favorite swimming hole near the Burlington, Cedar Rapids, and Northern Railroad trestle bridge. Though the swimming hole was shallow and only some thirty feet across, it provided opportunities to zip down the slippery mud bank like greased lightning and splash into the water. If not in the mood to swim, the boys built dams and skipped stones. The winner was the boy whose stone skipped the most times and went the farthest. Dam building was hard work, and many of the boys soon tired or turned to other pursuits. Not Bert, who spent hours constructing dams and diverting water, his fascination for this activity seemingly endless. Happy, worn out, and with evening approaching, the small band of mud-covered boys trudged home through the spreading dusk to a sure scolding and a hot meal.
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Hoover’s father, Jesse, 1879.
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Hoover’s mother, Hulda, 1870.
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Herbert Hoover, 1875, one year old. COURTESY HERBERT HOOVER PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY-MUSEUM

  Another of Bert’s and Tad’s favorite pastimes was to walk along the railroad grade in search of agates and fossils, as the Burlington line had used for ballast glacial gravel that had been dumped in a line across Iowa during the ice age. Occasionally Bert or one of his friends would find a geode, a piece of coral, or a crinoid stem, considered exceptional treasures.18 To see the magnificent marbling and wonderful colors of the agates, the boys would work their finds on a grinder, but lacking more sophisticated polishing equipment, it was necessary to lick the stones to be able to show them off. Bert and Tad excitedly cracked open geodes with a hammer to reveal the marvelous crystalline interior. It was not surprising that years later, upon entering Stanford University, both boys were drawn to geology and mining.

  The whole Hoover clan enjoyed picnicking, camping, and fishing. All agreed that one of the best spots in the area was on the banks of the Cedar River some ten miles east of West Branch. Jesse Hoover, before his untimely death, especially enjoyed summer trips to the Cedar and was particularly fond of the picnic lunches lovingly prepared by his wife, Hulda. Participation in these festive forays began when neighbors and relatives were persuaded that an outing was in order. Earnest preparation began days before the event. Extensive discussions determined where to picnic, where to camp, what would be eaten, and what to take along. Then the women baked breads, biscuits, pies, and cakes midweek, and as departure time neared, a flurry of activity commenced. Fresh corn, field corn if its milk had just come in, was picked and left in the husk to be roasted in hot coals. Green beans and ham hocks simmered on the cookstoves, as did a cornucopia of other vegetables—potatoes, beets, and peas. Chickens were caught, killed, plucked, and roasted. Hams retrieved from the smokehouse were scrubbed and sliced. Girls aided their mothers in gathering blankets, pillows, jackets, and extra clothing through out the house and then were sent scurrying down steep, damp cellar stairs, soon to emerge laden with jars of pickles, chow-chow, salted cherries, honey, jam, and sweet tomato preserves. Picnic baskets were carefully packed and set near the door or on the back porch for loading. The men and boys prepared the buggies and wagons, rounded up and filled the lanterns, gathered all the necessary tools, and readied the fishing gear. The night before, the boys, lanterns held high overhead, searched for night crawlers and packed the slick bait in wooden cheese boxes filled with moist black earth. Anticipation swelled, as early Saturday morning, wagons and buggies loaded, dogs yipping, the whole kit and caboodle headed for the Cedar River.

  For several hours, the small caravan traversed a rutted road through grasses intermingled with wildflowers. Here and there, a patch of long-stemmed or blue-stemmed prairie grass survived amid imported rivals. Sunflowers, black-eyed susans, Quaker ladies (bluets), blazing-stars, Queen Anne’s lace, and thistles blossomed in profusion. In the narrow open spots between the trail and prairie, the wild rose led a perilous existence. Beyond the prairie, the road wound its way down into the green hard-wood forest that filled the valley of the Cedar. The women spread out picnic cloths in an open meadow, while the men watered the horses and turned them out to graze. Seated on the ground, the entire party feasted on the contents of the picnic baskets, then lounged under the tall oaks, elms, and walnuts, escaping the midsummer heat in the cool of the shade. Nearly all activity ceased.

  On this particular outing, Bertie, no more than three or four, took this opportunity to wander off to explore on his own. A short time later, he came hightailing out of the woods, tears streaming down his face and holding the top of his head. He had stumbled into a nest of blue and green hornets, two of which had stung him on the head. As the stingers embedded in his tender scalp swelled, Bertie began to howl. Raised from their lethargy, the picnickers looked on as Jesse Hoover applied a poultice of soft yellow clay to the injury. Tad recalled, “I remember as if it were yesterday a tear-stained, fuzzy-headed little boy sleeping peacefully after a period of great emotion, with a large pyramid of mud drying in his hair.”19 Refreshed, and with Bertie recovered, the Quaker families packed up and pushed on to their campsite on the banks of the Cedar. Uncle Benajah and the boys’ favorite cousin, George, had arrived the day before and put in an afternoon of fishing. Their efforts were rewarded with a good catch of speckled river catfish (channel catfish)—enough to feed all for supper. This large, meaty catfish was a West Branch favorite and a special treat.
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A Hoover family reunion, ca. 1878. Bertie is at the top, second to the left of the boy in the tree. COURTESY HERBERT HOOVER PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY-MUSEUM
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Bertie and Tad, 1879. COURTESY HERBERT HOOVER PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY-MUSEUM

  Sometime in the first two years after Jesse Hoover died, probably when Bert was around seven or eight, their mother, in need of a respite and eager to be on the Quaker circuit again, sent the children to stay with relatives. One of their uncles, Maj. Laban Miles, who was the U.S. Indian agent to the Osage nation in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, volunteered to take Bert. This interlude in Indian Territory proved one of the greatest adventures in his early life. Laban’s wife, Agnes, came to West Branch, where she visited relatives while she waited for her husband to arrive from Washington, D.C. Then they took Bert back to Oklahoma with them, first by train to Arkansas City, Kansas, and then by buggy to the capital of the Osage nation at Pawhuska.20 The trip took several days, during which the three travelers jostled along the rutted prairie road amid a profusion of wildflowers and grasses. The vast prairie stretched in all directions as far as the eye could see, broken only by an occasional hill or a few scattered trees.

  The Miles family and their small guest from Iowa numbered among the few whites in the small reservation settlement. For the next few months, Bert and his three cousins attended the Indian school, including Sunday school; observed an elaborate Osage wedding; and spent many hours exploring the surrounding hills and streams. Classes were conducted in English, and most of the Indian children were eager to demonstrate their newly acquired language skills. A visiting missionary once asked the children of the Sunday school if they knew the week’s Bible lesson. Several blurted out excitedly, “Ananias set fire to his wife.” The preacher, at first dismayed by this strange response, soon realized the children’s innocent mistake. The Bible lesson was “Ananias and Sapphira, his wife.”21 While in Oklahoma among the Osage, Bert added to his fishing knowledge by learning to use a bent pin as a hook and then cook his catch on the lid of a discarded tin can. Other acquired Indian skills included snaring rabbits and ground squirrels and making bows and arrows from the Osage orange tree.22 Upon his return home, Bert had many adventures to relate and many new things to teach his friends. His confidence outdoors continued to grow.
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Bertie at Osage Indian wedding ceremony, Pawhuska, Oklahoma, 1882. Hoover is at the far left. COURTESY HERBERT HOOVER PRESIDENTIAL LIBRARY-MUSEUM

  All three Hoover children returned from their stays with various relatives and were reunited once again with their mother in West Branch. In the rhythmic change of seasons, the onset of fall meant the beginning of school, bringing in the harvest, and rigorous preparation for the coming long, hard winter. It also meant trips to Aunt and Uncle Merlin Marshall’s farm, halfway to Iowa City, to gather walnuts and hickory nuts underneath a canopy of red, orange, and yellow foliage. Here Bert and Tad played in their uncle’s collection of discarded farm machinery, but massive pumpkin wars were the real fun. Uncle Merlin grew a huge number of pumpkins to feed his dairy herd. As the pumpkins ripened, they were brought by wagon into the farmyard and stacked pyramid-style. These orange piles were often twenty feet high and fifty feet long. The boys could do whatever they wanted with the pumpkins, as long as they ended up in the cattle troughs as feed. In his memoirs, Tad Hoover described the melee: “We made ‘Jack-o-lanterns’ of every sort our fancy could conceive, and arranged them by companies and battalions and brigades. Then we attacked them, foot and horse, with a corn-cutter, a weapon like a machete or a Circassian sword, and annihilated the whole array. There was no limit to the slaughter save from physical exhaustion with the rather hard chopping.”23

  As winter set in, the children of the village looked forward to an array of new activities, which included sledding, skating, and hunting. The Hoovers lived at the bottom of Cook’s Hill, the steepest and longest sled run in town. On cold, dark winter evenings, nearly all of the boys and many of the girls trudged up the long hill, sleds in tow, and gathered in small groups, chattering and laughing, waiting for their turn. Some lay down in the snow and waved their arms back and forth to make angels. With little artificial lighting in the village, the stars gleamed against an ink black winter sky. Children pulled their heads back and looked up in wonder at the bright stars, slowly turning in a circle to search for familiar constellations. To the north, Draco, Hercules, and Cygnus were easily spotted. Then came a giant Pegasus, followed by Capricornus, Sagittarius, and Virgo. To the south, Orion hugged the horizon. Just before the children completed the turn, heads now pushed back so far that their mouths hung open, the Big Dipper appeared almost straight overhead, radiant in the cold, crisp night.

  The boys picked up their sleds with both hands, held them close to their chests, ran as fast as possible on the packed snow, and hit the slope of the hill hard. Many years later, on a return visit to West Branch, Hoover recalled the thrill: “To satisfy our human cravings for speed, we slid down at terrific pace with our tummies tight to home-made sleds.”24 Brother Tad also vividly remembered the glories of sledding as he raced down Cook’s Hill, “with heels high in the air and toes to be put down to port or starboard as the needs of navigation demanded.”25 Both boys had homemade sleds, Tad’s constructed by the wagonmaker, and Bert’s by his father in his blacksmith shop. Neither sled was particularly fast, although Tad’s, painted a bright red and green, was more attractive and faster. Both boys soon traded their homemade sleds for secondhand factory-built coasters.

  Girls were expected to approach the art of sledding differently. They sat on their sleds and steered with their feet, the proper way for young ladies. Pushed from behind by a friend or a beau, the girls started down the slick, well-worn icy track at breakneck speed. Sitting on the sled made navigation more difficult. The girls compensated by hunkering down as far as possible and shifting their weight on the curves, but spills occurred frequently.

  As the evening progressed and the temperature dropped, most of the wet, frozen children headed for home. Now came the penalty paid by all young sledders. Regardless of their pleas, attentive parents removed the children’s stiff, frozen shoes or boots and ice-crusted socks and pants, and plunged their blue -- tinged toes and feet into buckets of ice water—a well-known remedy for frostbite. The parents of West Branch accepted the prevailing theory that ice water warmed feet more rapidly than warm or hot.26 Their torture over, the shivering children slipped between cold sheets on quilt-covered beds.

  Ice skating was popular but of short duration. When the ice froze thick on the Wapsinonoc, the skating was wonderful, but as the snow piled up, the little creek was buried under a thick, heavy blanket until spring. Snowbanks, however, could be used in a practical application. As Christmas neared, the Hoover children and their numerous cousins got together to make tree decorations and candies and cookies of various kinds. They strung popcorn, bittersweet, and dried berries to wrap around the tree and painted and tied dried pinecones with ribbons. Popcorn rolled in sorghum molasses provided sweet treats. But the favorite, and the most difficult to make, was maple sugar eggs. After poking a small hole in each end of the egg, the child leaned over a bowl, held the delicate oval between the forefinger and thumb of both hands, placed his or her puckered lips to the end of the egg, and blew gently and steadily. The trick was to blow hard enough to force the content of the egg out the other hole without breaking the shell. Cousin Harriette Miles fondly remembered, “Bert and I were clumsy and broke so many eggs.”27 This difficult step was only half the process. Melted maple sugar was carefully and slowly poured into the blown-out eggshell, which was then taken outside and buried in a snowbank to harden. The results were delicious.

  Winter brought hunting and trapping as well, although the Hoover boys set wooden cracker-box traps held up by sticks (figure-four traps) in open areas along the edge of woods all year long. Their cousin George subscribed to Youth’s Companion, a publication strictly forbidden by Tad and Bert’s parents, and occasionally loaned copies to Tad. This taboo magazine featured adventure stories and activities for boys. Cousin George, slightly older, was an additional source of envy and hero worship because he was allowed a gun. Tad, with borrowed magazine deftly hidden, went out behind the blacksmith shop, out of sight of his father and mother, and clandestinely devoured each illicit issue.28 One issue told how to fasten live trapped rabbits to one’s belt. One trapper held the rabbit while the other stretched out its legs and used a knife to punch two holes through the muscle tissue just behind the knee joint. Then a string was pushed through the incisions and the rabbit attached to the hunter’s belt.29

  Early the next morning, a cold, snowy day, the young trappers reached underneath one of their wooden cracker boxes to discover that they had a catch. It was decided that Bert would hold the rabbit and Tad would punch the holes. Bert expressed reservations, but being the younger, he went along with the plan. When Tad began to push the knife through the rabbit’s leg, it reacted to the pain by squirming free from Bert’s grasp. Leaping to the ground, the rabbit bounded off across the snow-covered field. Long after both boys were grown, Hoover maintained that his brother never forgave him for allowing the rabbit to escape, and that just when it seemed the incident was forgotten, the old accusation would surface again. This episode had a lasting effect on Hoover, who never became a hunter. When he recalled this story from his youth, he confessed: “I never see rabbit tracks across snowy fields that I do not have a painful recollection of it all.”30

  The following summer, 1882, Hulda and the children traveled to the newly built town of Quorn in western Iowa, not many miles from the Missouri River and Dakota Territory, where they spent more than a month with their uncles Merlin Marshall (of pumpkin patch fame) and Samuel Hammer. Plymouth County and the lands to the north and west, across the river, were just opening up to farming. Uncle Merlin and numerous citizens of West Branch, along with a cavalcade of humanity, were unable to resist the lure of cheap land and new opportunities. The whole area had a speculative boomtown atmosphere. Among the strangest sights on the prairie were the English aristocratic land developments in and around Quorn, with sixteen- and seventeen-room “manor houses,” a prairie social club with billiard tables, a cricket field, a lawn tennis court, and a horse-racing track. Additional British amenities included polo matches and a weekly Sunday fox hunt. If no red fox could be found, a coyote seemed a spiffy substitute.31

  Equally strange was the sight of a hotel pulled across the prairie by twenty wagons and fifty or so horses and mules. The railroad bypassed the little town of Quorn. Rather than be left behind, stranded on the prairie, the citizens demonstrated amazing initiative and decided to move the entire town to Kingsley, less than a mile away and site of the railhead. The decision made, a scramble ensued as homeowners and businesses jockeyed for the best locations in Kingsley. Houses were jacked up and then lowered onto four wagons, one at each corner, pulled by teams of four to six mules. The stores, the bank, the saloon, the town hall, and finally the hotel were all moved in this manner in two days. Less than a month later, what had been Quorn became wheat.32

  Tragedy, however, had struck northwest Iowa the preceding winter. A severe outbreak of diphtheria claimed the lives of hundreds of settlers, among them all three of the Hoover children’s small cousins. Tad and Bert, without companions, were left to find their own entertainment. A favorite pastime included fishing for chub on the west fork of the Little Sioux River on the edge of town near the Heacock Mill. If the boys tired of fishing, hunting for prairie chicken nests was a pleasurable way to fill out a day. Success was nearly assured, as thousands of birds nested in the tall, thick, unplowed prairie grasses, a “sea of grass” that stretched far beyond the Missouri River. In between forays into the open fields, Bert began to put together a collection of crooked sticks—crooked in unusual, almost impossible ways. Tad noted that his brother’s collection of weird sticks was quite intriguing and revealed Bert’s budding interest in science, later to be fulfilled at Stanford.33

  At summer’s end, it was time to go home. On the way, the Hoovers visited other Iowa relatives, and the boys used every stop as an opportunity to fish. Each summer, the fatherless family visited and stayed with relatives or the children were sent off individually. Thus family ties were maintained and strengthened, especially on the paternal side; some of the burdens of being a single parent were lessened; Hulda gained time for herself and for her preaching; and a good deal of money was saved, since others provided room and board.

  In the summer of 1883, Bert was sent back to northwest Iowa, this time to stay with his uncle Miles Pennington Minthorn, who homesteaded in Sioux County just to the north of Uncle Merlin Marshall in Plymouth County. Uncle Miles, it seemed, had also succumbed to the magnetic attraction of cheap land. That summer, Bert lived in a sod house and spent many a day proudly perched atop the lead mount of a team of plow horses that broke the virgin prairie soil.34 That same summer, back in West Branch, Tad and Bert picked strawberries for two and a half cents a quart for a neighbor, Thompson Walker. This hard work produced the first money either boy had earned, about $7 each.35 Some of their money went for clothes, but the brothers delighted in having lunch together at Crew’s grocery store. Tad remembered that “the bill of fare was limited to dried herrings, cheese, crackers and apples, with a drink of water from the bucket by the door.”36 The price for being “men about town” was three to five cents a meal.

  In the winter of 1884, the Hulda Hoover family’s unconventional but innovative lifestyle came to a sudden and tragic end. Around February 1, Hulda contracted a fever while out conducting a meeting and preaching in the little town of Springdale, just east of West Branch, and returned home with a bad cold. No buggy or rail transportation was available, and as she had frequently done in the past, she had walked the three miles. All of the usual folk medicines were tried, all failed, and her condition steadily worsened. As the days turned into weeks, she languished, and it became clear that her chances for recovery were not good. The fever she suffered was typhoid, and her cold turned to pneumonia. At age thirty-six, two years older than her husband before her, Hulda Hoover died of this double affliction on Sunday morning, February 24, 1884. A few days later, the three children watched as their mother’s coffin was lowered into the snow-covered frozen earth. Bert and his brother and sister were given another lesson, as Hoover later phrased it, from the “Montessori school in stark reality.”37 Brother Tad best captured the tragic circumstances: “A lad of that age” [he was twelve] feels . . . a helplessness and despair and a sort of dumb animal terror. What will become of him and these two others in the same boat. The Lady of the golden sunshine . . . had gone away, and there were left only three small children, adrift on the wreck of their little world.”38

  A few days later, the three grieving and disoriented orphans were sent to Grandmother Minthorn in Kingsley, Iowa. The Hoover-Minthorn clan assembled and discussed who would take the children. On her deathbed, Hulda had stated her wishes, but now it was necessary to gain the consent of those she had recommended and to see to the details of the arrangements. This was not the first time the Hoovers had faced such a momentous decision. The children’s great-grandmother Rebecca Yount Hoover lived outside of West Branch in a portion of the farmhouse of their great-uncle Benajah Hoover. There she raised two orphaned second cousins, Emma and Annie Miles.39 Death was an all too frequent visitor on the nineteenth-century midwestern farming frontier.

  Bert’s schoolteacher, Mollie Brown, argued vehemently to be allowed to adopt the young boy, but she was unmarried, and it was decided that Bert would be better off raised in a family to whom he was related. Laban Miles in Oklahoma also spoke for Bert, but again the family decided that growing up in Indian Territory might restrict the boy’s future opportunities.40 The impracticality of all three children being taken in by one family necessitated their separation. Bert joined the family of Allen and Millie Hoover, who farmed about a mile north of West Branch. May, who already spent much time with Grandmother Minthorn, remained in her care in Kingsley. Tad temporarily stayed with Uncle Merlin Marshall, also of Kingsley. His mother had wished that he be raised by his uncle Davis Hoover, her late husband’s brother, who lived some three miles outside Hubbard, Iowa, in Hardin County, and this was agreed to. A few weeks later, one of the children’s great-uncles, the Rev. John Yount Hoover, retrieved Tad and Bert in Kingsley, dropping Tad off in Hubbard and bringing Bert back to West Branch. The three children now lived with three different families in three different parts of the state. Tad wrote a poem that captured the uncertainty of their situation:

Orphans

  We were orphans three
Bert and I and little Marie

  Bert was eight, a chuck of a boy,
Brimful of tricks that boys enjoy.

  Marie was six and all the day
She would sing in her bright, cute way

  A brown-haired, sweet little girl,
With none in life to say her nay.41

  Though the loss of their parents and their separation from each other were extremely difficult, a heavy burden borne for years, Tad, Bert, and May were fortunate that they were members of a large, loving, middle-class, extended Quaker family—a frontier clan that all helped and supported each other.

  The Hoover children may have been orphaned, but they were not abandoned, nor were they destitute. Upon their father’s death, their mother had inherited cash and property worth $1,850.31, not an insignificant amount of money for that time.42 Extremely frugal, Hulda Hoover pinched every penny by buying as little as possible and making things last. She took in sewing and rented out the north room of their house. Even
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