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Preface

It can be challenging to imagine historical events through the eyes of someone who did not know the outcome. Suppose you were a Polish 35-year-old in 1941, cut off by German forces from food and medicine in a Warsaw ghetto, watching the world fall into chaos as Nazi forces move seemingly unopposed across Europe. Imagine yourself as an English settler of North America in 1770, hoping to put distance between yourself and the British monarchy, and the tyranny and injustices often associated with a class-based system of government. Or consider the outlook of a Hong Kong resident on July 1, 19971, watching his city being turned over to the rule of the People’s Republic of China after 99 years of British government and 13 years of policy called “One Country, Two Systems.” Looking forward from a fixed vantage point in time with no knowledge of how history will unfold, the future is often disturbingly uncertain.

As much as it may be unsettling to think of, the future of that great experiment in self-governance called the United States of America is no more certain. We are really only ever separated from decline or even anarchy by the principled vigilance of current generations. And that vigilance must be founded in some understanding—some honest appreciation—of the exceptional nature of American civics and history. As a member of that group called the “Baby Boom” generation2, it has become apparent to me that my daughter, a member of “Generation Z”3, is really quite unfamiliar with the world into which I was born in 1957. It’s not her fault. It seems that any detailed, thoughtful exploration of American history or basic civics is no longer a priority in public education. And since my daughter enjoys hearing accounts of that strange, surreal world in which I grew up, I thought it beneficial to give a first-hand account of the America I experienced from 1957 to the date of this writing—2024. We will cover the good and the bad, as honestly as I am able, along with their implications for the generations going  forward. This will not be an impulsive exercise in patriotism—although I have no objection to that at all. But I would rather paint a clearer, more honest, and accurate picture from my admittedly subjective perspective. I would rather tell the truth, as I saw it, because the truth from almost any honest perspective is that America is a genuinely exceptional nation. There have surely been injustices. Some bad people populate this less-than-perfect nation along with many good people. There is, and always will be, cruelty and dishonesty in this fallen world. The key to understanding the soul of a nation is an honest recognition of the ways it enables and encourages good to prosper, and the ways it discourages and holds accountable those who would do individual or societal harm. In my view, the United States Constitution and its legal system, while sometimes slow and cumbersome, has provided a generally free, fair, and stable platform upon which to build an exceptional country and culture.

The same things that underlie American exceptionalism give me hope for future generations. There will always be exceptional people, driven to make their mark on the country and the world, and there is still no better place on planet Earth to give them a fighting chance to do so. Whether a person excels in science, or law, or architecture, or military strategy, it can still be objectively said that America provides that boiling kettle in which true genius and accomplishment can bubble to the top. It is still a meritocracy, in spite of the relentless, misguided efforts of some to control and diminish this. And in spite of its flaws and failures, the United States has been and is unique and exceptional in world history, due to its philosophical and cultural foundations and its vast natural resources. It has allowed for the development of the most free and prosperous civilization the world has known. In an imperfect world, America has provided millions of people with a “reality” that has allowed for unparalleled individual freedom and accomplishment.

Like any other civilization, my daughter needs to be mindful of the fact that this great experiment in freedom and self-governance can be lost in a generation. But I have hope. I have hope because I recognize the intrinsic goodness and diligence in my daughter and in many from her generation. It is my hope that this internal drive to accomplish, to excel, and to express oneself will not be extinguished or manipulated by political or social movements to serve ugly purposes. I have hope that with help and guidance from God and prior generations, she will keep this great experiment alive and thriving. And so, with all my love, I dedicate this book to my daughter, Julia.





Chapter One 1957 to 1960


“In the swift rush of great events, we find ourselves groping to know the full sense and meaning of these times in which we live. In our quest of understanding, we beseech God’s guidance. We summon all our knowledge of the past and we scan all signs of the future. We bring all our wit and all our will to meet the question:

How far have we come in man’s long pilgrimage from darkness toward the light? Are we nearing the light--a day of freedom and of peace for all mankind? Or are the shadows of another night closing in upon us?

At such a time in history, we who are free must proclaim anew our faith. This faith is the abiding creed of our fathers. It is our faith in the deathless dignity of man, governed by eternal moral and natural laws.

This faith defines our full view of life. It establishes, beyond debate, those gifts of the Creator that are man’s inalienable rights, and that make all men equal in His sight.”4

Dwight D. Eisenhower, President of the U.S.A. from 1953 — 1961 (and Supreme Allied Commander in WWII)



I was born toward the end of 1957 just outside Newark, New Jersey. It was a year in which Elvis Presley released a Christmas album, and Frank Sinatra starred in a film called The Joker is Wild—not exactly a year of great American artistic milestones, but the country was prosperous. My parents were both graduates of Paterson State Teachers’ College, the first members of their respective families to complete a 4-year college degree program. Teachers’ college was their only state-subsidized career option at the time. My paternal grandfather was born in Paterson, New Jersey, to an Irish-immigrant mother who died while he was a child. His father was of German descent and a manual laborer who had a habit of disappearing for days on drinking binges while his two sons—my grandfather and his younger brother—were left to fend for themselves. My grandfather, whom I only ever knew as “Pop,” dropped out of school in the eighth grade so that he could work to support himself and his younger brother, Charlie. In spite of his less-than-privileged upbringing, Pop learned to become an auto mechanic and ultimately owned a service station and a car wash near Paterson, NJ. The only thing Pop and Charlie inherited from their parents was a fondness for heavy drinking and barroom brawling, which they regularly indulged long after my father was born.

Charlie was a freelance truck driver, but Pop would essentially support his younger brother and his family until Charlie died of a heart attack sometime in the 1970’s. Pop was one of those grizzled guys who wore the confident attitude of a street kid who came up the hard way. He bore the battle scars of his many outings with Charlie in the form of a nose twisted by numerous breaks over the years and a notable tear in the corner of his lower lip. He would back down to no one; indeed, he was not at all averse to initiating confrontation if he felt the urge. But he hated “off-color” jokes and he always supported his family. One bit of advice Pop gave me that I always remembered was, “Get an education; it’s something nobody can ever take away from you.” When I was young, my family always said that Pop’s personality skipped a generation and landed with me. There were similarities, and many differences, but Pop always valued honesty and character—he could not abide a “phony.” Pop was probably the relative with whom I had the closest relationship growing up, as may be apparent from the nickname.

My paternal grandmother, Annie, was the firstborn in America from a large family of German immigrants who arrived in New York Harbor at Ellis Island sometime after the turn of the 20th century, with little more than the clothes on their backs. They also settled in Paterson, NJ, where their father became a builder. My great-grandmother, whom they affectionately called “the frau” (German for “the Mrs.”), only ever learned to speak broken English. Annie was less than five feet tall, and by the time I knew her, she had grown to about 200 pounds. On occasion, Pop would wax melancholy after a drink  or two, break into a faux Irish accent and reminisce about meeting Annie when she was a teen. He would refer to her as “me darlin’ gal,” but, noting her increased girth over the last 30 years or so, he would end by pondering, “What the hell happened?” Annie would usually come back with a snappy retort such as “shut up, you dope.” It was a marriage made in early 20th-century urban New Jersey, with all the obligatory sensitivity and personal warmth.

My maternal grandparents worked a small farm in Wayne, NJ, when such things still existed within an hour’s drive of New York City. There were five siblings in my mother’s family. My mother was the oldest. Her father died of cancer when she was twelve, and her mother, “Dottie,” was forced to support the children on her own—no small undertaking for a widow with little education in the early 1940’s. The small farmland was ultimately taken by the State to create a reservoir, which preceded the increasing development of northern New Jersey.

Dottie was an infrequent visitor when I was growing up, and her visits were usually tense, pro forma, and unhappy. In hindsight, she probably bore the emotional scars of the life she led after her husband’s death. Unfortunately, my only recollections of her were of a person who was cold, bitter and unpleasant—not really a grandmother at all. She smelled of musty clothing and talcum powder. My mother always felt that she, as the oldest sibling, was expected to remain unmarried and take care of my grandmother as she aged. When she married my father, the disappointment was apparently palpable. My father’s dislike for Dottie was undisguised during her visits, which might also have explained their infrequency.

My mother and father were well-suited for each other. Both bore the insecurity of difficult childhoods, and both were quite happy to make each other the center of their universe. Dottie attended their wedding in spite of her disappointment. Pop was my father’s best man, primed with spirits more appropriate for a different venue. When asked by the church organist if he had a request for the ceremony, I am told Pop replied: “Do you know ‘Bird in Gilded Cage’?”—a popular saloon song from the 1920’s. The tone had  been set for the ceremony, but the marriage lasted more than 60 years, until my father died in his mid-80’s, long after retirement in South Florida.

When World War II ended in 1945, America was essentially the last developed country left standing, and creativity and ingenuity abounded. Vast, undeveloped land and natural resources existed for the country as a whole to benefit from. The unmatched freedom and stability that derived from the U.S. Constitution and respect for what Hamilton, Madison, and John Jay referred to in the Federalist Papers as “the Rule of Law”5 in America attracted well-educated refugees from Europe, Asia, and around the world. In short, the Rule of Law is the notion that in our system of government, everyone is subject to fair and equal application of law, regardless of class or economic standing. The laws governing the affairs of people and property do not vary in their application from person to person. The founders intended the country to be a nation of laws and not of men, liberated from personal favor or political fashion. This was a revolutionary principle at the founding of the nation, in the context of the corruption and class-based systems in Europe and around the world, and it was one of the fundamental building blocks on which America’s Constitution and legal system were constructed. Soldiers returning from World War II had seen and experienced unimaginable cruelty, hardship and suffering, and were eager to leave the horrors of their experiences behind to embrace the hope and optimism that America offered them and their families. Most had come through the Great Depression before World War II, and they had no expectation of anything except hard work and the potential rewards such diligence offered in a free society. Most embraced what life offered in America with boundless enthusiasm. They had seen and lived the alternative.

The interstate highway system we all take for granted today did not exist in the 1950’s. Well into the 1960’s, I can recall the occasional summer road trip vacation aboard my father’s 1963 Mercury Meteor from the New York City area to South Florida, driven in July without air conditioning along U.S. Highway One through traffic lights and small towns. There were frequent billboard advertisements for Howard Johnson and Holiday Inn motels along the way, and attractions such as South of the Border6 in steamy South  Carolina, where the air smelled of Sulphur and century-old trees were draped in Spanish moss. President Eisenhower sponsored and signed into law the Federal Highway Act of 1956, designing, creating and funding the construction of a highway system similar to what the Supreme Allied Commander had observed in the German autobahn. The American auto industry was thriving and growing, with General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler capturing an incredible 85% of the domestic auto market well into the 1960’s.7 The country’s optimism and forward-looking vision found expression in flashy tail fins and Harley Earl’s rocket-inspired automobile designs of the 1950’s, from the iconic 1957 Chevrolet Bel Air to the hulking luxury of Cadillacs and Lincolns of the era. Moreover, automobile ownership and the freedom it engendered was within the reach of virtually every American.

The first mass-produced American suburb was conceived and built in New York’s Levittown8 for returning WWII veterans in the 1950’s. Mid-Century modern architecture, with its simple, geometric lines and abundant natural light, found favor with the public. Most homes had two or three small bedrooms and one small family bathroom, and this was more than enough for most new home buyers to embrace with great pride of ownership. The American Dream of home ownership and self-determination became attainable by the masses. Home ownership rose to over 40% in 1945 and to over 60% by 1960.9 It was a time when “the common man” was respected, appreciated and nurtured in American society and culture.

The top movie in 1957 was The Bridge Over the River Kwai,10 about the survival of Allied prisoners of war in Asia during WWII. The Federal budget was balanced three times during the Eisenhower administration, while hundreds of thousands of returning veterans enjoyed the benefits of the “GI Bill”—a product of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act11 of 1944, which actually expired in 1956, although the term is still used to refer to education programs for vets. By 1956, 7.8 million veterans had used the GI Bill education benefits.

American society was supported and fueled by a common sense of moral certainty. On a typical Sunday in 1957, almost 50% of Americans were  attending church services of one sort or another—the highest percentage in the country’s history to that date. By 1960, church membership had increased to 63%-- a growth rate higher than the growth of the U.S. population.12 There was a general sense of common will and a common desire to enable each citizen to thrive and excel as fully and as far as his individual abilities and diligent efforts could take him. Self-doubt and moral ambivalence were neither encouraged nor valued much in a society on the upswing. These things stood in the way of progress and were generally viewed as self-defeating. The nation had been chastened and brutalized earlier in the century by the Great Depression and two world wars. It now had an economy, a growing middle class and individual lives to build; it would not allow uncertainty and vacillation to stand in the way of its hard-earned ascent into prosperity.

Was there injustice? Of course, there was. This was not utopia. I would assert that no nation has achieved “utopian” status in all of history, mostly because nations are comprised of people, not angels, and all people have flaws of one sort or another. Indeed, previous efforts at establishing some centralized vision of utopia had all famously collapsed into oppression of the individual and an outright evil elevation of some elements of society over others—this was exemplified by the European wars of the 20th century. There was ignorance and there were prejudices in America. And beyond outright prejudice, people tended to live and work in communities comprised of others with similar cultural and ethnic affinities, just as they have throughout all of human history. Can this really shock anyone? The unique sights, sounds, smells and rich culture of Little Italy or Chinatown or Harlem were celebrated, not diminished or discouraged. And where the natural preference for homogeneity took a dark turn toward oppression and the deprivation of individual rights protected under the Constitution and the American Rule of Law, measures were taken against the corruption of the American Dream. In 1957, for example, Eisenhower sponsored and signed the Civil Rights Act of 1957—the first civil rights bill since the Reconstruction that followed the Civil War (it is worthy of at least passing recognition that more Americans died in the Civil War—a war fought primarily over the abolition of slavery—than in all other wars in American history combined until the Vietnam conflict13).

America in 1957 was a world without large, franchised restaurant chains, without shopping malls, and without satellites orbiting the earth to beam directions to global positioning systems. It was a world in which air travel had not yet become attainable for the average person and a world in which the drive from New York to Miami took several days because it had to be made on small roads through towns with speed limits and traffic lights. It was a world in which men smelled like cigarettes and the “butch wax” they used in their hair, and women’s fashion included Capri slacks and eyeglasses with winged frames. It was not a perfect place, but it was generally a happy, optimistic place. It was a place in which its residents had known genuine hardship and common suffering only a decade or two earlier in their lives. They had emerged from the misery with gratitude and hopefulness for the future, and a common will to create a better life and a more secure nation. They generally had no tolerance for negativity, or intellectual, emotional or collective civic self-flagellation, as these things were viewed as destructive and counter-productive.

The Korean War came between 1950 and 1953, and Dwight Eisenhower warned of the “military industrial complex” as he left office in 1961.14 This might have seemed strange coming from the President who had attained the rank of 5-star general by the end of his military career. One could easily argue we should have paid closer attention to his admonitions. My father attained the vaunted rank of corporal during his service in the Army in the Korean War and came home in 1953, weighing 135 pounds after several bouts with dysentery. He immediately went to work at Pop’s car wash in New Jersey while he looked for a job as a public school teacher. He and my mother worked hard and saved as much as they could, eating Spam and using margarine instead of butter. By 1956, they were able to buy a brand-new Buick Special sedan, blue with a blue-and-silver cloth interior. My mother, donning her ever-present wing-framed glasses and emaciated from a difficult pregnancy, brought me home from the hospital in that car after my birth in late 1957.

The top five Fortune 500 companies in 1957 were General Motors, Exxon Mobil, Ford, US Steel, and General Electric. It was a time when America actually made things. I have very few personal recollections of the 1950’s. I had my third birthday in late 1960, after all. But, in spite of the struggles of many millions of people to pull themselves up and into a growing, thriving middle class, I think it is fair to say the time period was characterized by a broad sense of promise, stability and security. Perhaps the times are reflected in the wildly diverse faces of American automobiles, changing dramatically from year to year. They adorned growing urban and suburban streets and driveways like shiny new members of their families, worn with the individual style and freedom of mobility they represented. It was a hopeful time when Americans unapologetically made things, worked, struggled and sacrificed; and no one really doubted that the future would be far better than the past.





Chapter Two The 1960’s


“Every right is married to a duty, and every freedom owes a corresponding responsibility.”15 Russell Kirk, 1919-1994

“All our dreams can come true, if we have the courage to pursue them.” Walt Disney, 1901-1966



One of my first recollections from the early 1960’s was riding to kindergarten on many mornings behind a neighborhood 1959 black Chevrolet Impala “bat wing” coupe. The large, low, curvilinear design of the car seemed almost like a caricature of American automotive design of the time. They were all dramatically different, and each seemed to personify some mood or flamboyant character trait. The hulking, rounded “space age” designs of the 1950’s were giving way to lower, longer shapes. I am told that by the time I was three or four years old, I could identify most automobiles on the road by make, model and year. I could spend hours in Pop’s driveway behind the huge steering wheel of his black-and-white 1956 Pontiac Star Chief, the smell of leaky motor oil still burning off exhaust headers as it sat cooling in the driveway. By the early 1960’s, Pop had traded the Star Chief in for a lightly used 1962 Chevrolet Impala coupe—white with a blue cloth interior and blue accent strip surrounded by chrome or stainless steel running down each side, with a stylized silhouette of a jumping impala in a chrome circle on each rear fender. To me, it was a design masterpiece. It didn’t matter at all that General Motors produced over 700,000 Chevrolet Impalas in
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