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 LAUNCHING 

THE BUDDING 

SCIENTIST 

Milt was born in 1930 in St. Paul, Minnesota, when his sister, Gladys, was three 

years old and his brother, 

Irving ñIrvò was eight. Miltôs 

mother and father referred 

to her youngest son as 

naches, a Yiddish word for  

great pleasure. Miltôs 

mother adored him and 

affectionately called him, 

ñmein Miltie and mein baby.ò 

His brother called Milt, 

ñBits.ò 

A childhood disease, 

mumps, left Milt with double vision. He learned to use one eye at a time to prevent 

seeing double. An optometrist who lived next door fitted Milt with his first pair of 

eyeglasses at age four. He said the wire frames very uncomfortable.  

 THE GREAT 

DEPRESSION, 

 
EARLY 1930S 

The Great Depression began in 1929, a year before Miltôs birth. Unemployment 

peaked in the spring of 1933 when twenty-five percent of the heads of American 

households were out of work. Miltôs parents lived frugally, only spending money on 

essentials. When banks closed during the Great Depression, Miltôs father lost his 

savings. Eventually, the government took control of the banks and returned money 
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to the depositors. Milt was too young to understand what was happening. He only 

knew his parents worried about the cost of things. Being born during the 

Depression laid the foundation of values, work ethics, and ambition that remained 

with Milt throughout his life. It instilled a spend thrift mentality that stayed with him 

and influenced his destiny. 

The Great Depression was characterized by some people working for the WPA. 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt had created the Works Project Administration in 

May 1935 to gainfully employ and provide economic relief to U.S. citizens who had 

lost jobs. Milt had just started school when WPA workers built a playground, 

swimming pool, and camp in his town. He recalls admiring steam shovels and the 

sound of heavy equipment as he walked to school.  

The economic slump of the Great Depression ended in the 1940s as the United 

States prepared for World War II. Men and women worked at factory jobs and men 

were drafted which in turn reduced the number of people in the labor market. In 

October 1942, the War Production board spearheaded a campaign for 17 million 

tons of metal. People were asked to donate scrap metal for World War II effort to 

build machinery and bombs for the military. A truck drove through the 

neighborhoods in his hometown to gather scrap metal that homeowners had put 

on their front lawns. Teenager Milt and his friends collected the metal objects from 

the front of homes and placed them onto the truck. Citizens, anxious to do 

something good for the war effort, put out ornamental wrought iron fences, tin foil 

gum wrappers assembled into a ball, virgin aluminum pots and pans, metal tools, 

tin cans, guns, steel doors, and such. 

 TOYS AND 

PLAY 
The optometrist gave Milt a small kit of blocks with windows, pillars, and arches 

with which he built houses. Later, a small erector set occupied him for hours, as he 
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constructed draw bridges, wagons, elevators, windmills, and other mechanical 

things. His electric train only traveled in a circle and was of little interest. Finally, as 

a child, a simple chemistry set and small microscope sparked Miltôs devotion to 

science.  

 THE FAMILY 

CAT 
As a youngster, one of Miltôs favorite 

activities was watching the antics of 

Putsch, the family cat, and teasing him 

with a ball of string. Putsch relished 

birds. He waited on the open second-

story window of the house and watched 

for a bird to land on the apple tree. 

When the bird arrived, the cat dove out 

of the bedroom window to the apple 

tree, trying to catch the bird in mid-

flight. If Putsch failed, he went back in 

the house and tried again. Once in a 

while he caught the innocent creature. Putsch had many lives and despite 

disappearing for weeks at a time in below-zero Minnesota weather, Putsch 

survived for seventeen years. He loved raw liver scraps donated by the butcher 

and pieces of cantaloupe. The family never purchased cat food. If such a thing had 

existed, the family would have considered it an unnecessary expenditure. Neither 

did Putsch receive vaccinations or visit an animal hospital. Veterinarians primarily 

treated large animals, rarely cats and dogs. 

(Years later, Milt memorialized Putsch by having his picture painted on Miltôs 

favorite royal blue ceramic mug.) 

MILT, AGE 7, AND HIS CAT, PUTSCH, AT 

CHILDHOOD HOME; MOTHER BECKY, 
LOOKING OUT THE KITCHEN DOOR 

 (ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA, 1937) 
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 MORE PLAY The three Gordon siblings shared a small wagon and sled. Milt remembers cold 

winter Minnesota days gliding down a snow-packed hill near their family home on 

a sled with steel runners and steering with a rope tied to a bar. Sometimes Milt 

sledded on a sheet of roofing metal, a piece of cardboard, or a playmateôs 

tobogganða long board with a slippery bottom that held six children. Snow 

provided hours of entertainmentðfort building and sculpting snowmen, Exhilarated 

and exhausted the children returned home when it was pitch-dark and settled in 

the warmth of their house. Milt appreciated how nice the warm house felt.  

The family owned a phonograph for 78-RPM records. It did not use electricity but 

was operated manually. As a four year old, Miltôs favorite record was a dance tune, 

ñGavotte from the opera Mignonò by Ambroise Thomas. Milt loved the music so 

when the player broke, he turned the record spindle by hand. (A sharp needle rode 

in the groove of the record. The needle vibrated and fed into a little diaphragm in 

tune with the plastic record. The vibrations filtered through a horn that was twisted 

to fit in the wood cabinet. The opening of the horn at the front of the phonograph 

amplified the sound.) Miltôs father was irritated when the phonograph broke and 

blamed Milt because he usually played it. Years later, Milt disassembled the 

phonograph and saw a mechanism made of ñbeautifully machined brass.ò 

Relieved of guilt, he concluded brass is a soft metal and it simply wore out. 

Milt built most of his toys. He used the end piece from a wooden crate to make a 

play gun to shoot rubber bands at other boys who were likewise armed to shoot at 

him. 
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 THE 

CHILDHOOD OF 

THE 

SCIENTIST,  

1930ï1937 

 

Milt struggled in his early school years 

because English was not his first language. 

His mother spoke Yiddish, and when Milt 

went to kindergarten, he did not know the 

English words to ask to go to the bathroom.  

Miltôs older brother, Irving, motivated him to 

memorize the third-grade spelling 

assignments. Irving rewarded Milt with a test tube whenever he got 100 in spelling. 

In the fifth grade, the breakthrough in Miltôs academic success occurred when the 

class discussed cars. Milt knew the answer and for the first time he raised his 

hand. He liked automobiles, inventions, and science, and his teacher built lessons 

on these topics to engage him in academics. Now that his teacher knew what 

THE GORDON SIBLINGS: IRVING, AGE 12, GLADYS, AGE 6, MILT, AGE 3, AND 
 BLACKIE, THE FIRST FAMILY CAT 

 (ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA, 1933) 

BROTHER, IRVING GORDON, AGE 12 
 MILT, AGE 3 
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interested him, she encouraged him to participate in class activities.  

Students were required to buy their textbooks, paper, pencils, and a wooden stick 

pen in which a metal point inserted. The school provided the ink, which often 

spilled on the wooden desks and studentsô clothing. It was a hardship for Miltôs 

family to scrape together sufficient money to buy supplies for their three 

schoolchildren.  

Milt discovered a series of books in the school library: The Earth for Sam, Biology 

for Sam, and Astronomy for Sam. These books stirred Miltôs interest in science 

and presaged his future career. In the sixth through eighth grades from 1939 to 

1941, Milt was engrossed in comic books, Buck Rogers, Flash Gordon, and Planet 

Stories. Milt developed a passion for science fiction and further pursued this genre 

by reading pulp magazines Amazing Stories and Astounding Science Fiction, later 

renamed Analog. Every Sunday, Milt immersed himself in the ritual reading of the 

newspaper comics. Tarzan, Prince Valiant, and Flash Gordon were his favorites. 

 
SCIENCE 

FICTION  
In the 1930s and 1940s, people spun tales about traveling to the moon and 

exploring planets. Some people believed that Mars had a civilization and a 

network of irrigation canals to save the dying planet. They also described jungles 

of Venus inhabited with beautiful Amazons. Milt and his father listened to hour long 

adventure stories on the radio: ñSuperman,ò ñTom Mix,ò or the ñThe Lone Ranger,ò 

a program that had won an award for nonviolence, and of course, ñFlash Gordon.ò  

Milt also was attracted to adventure tales such as ñCaptain Midnightò and ñJack 

Armstrong,ò the All American Boy; Mystery radio shows such as ñInner Sanctumò 

and ñThe Shadow.ò held his attention as he tried to unravel the plot. In addition, 

humorous programs such as ñJack Benny,ò ñthe Eddie Cantor Show,ò and ñFibber 
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McGee and Molly,ò provided sheer laughter and comic relief. As a young teen, Milt 

rigged up an extension loudspeaker from the radio in the living room so they could 

listen while they ate dinner in the kitchen. The radio played all evening until Miltôs 

parents went to sleep. Milt said he could not get away from his motherôs nightly 

quiz programs. 

 
PARENTS OF 

THE SCIENTIST 

 

Miltôs parents 

emigrated from Eastern 

Europe. His father, 

Abe, had apprenticed 

in Russia as a tailor. 

For his final 

examination, he 

fashioned a uniform for 

an officer in the Tsarôs Army. Abe arrived in 

America in the early twentieth century before 

1917 overthrow of the Russian Tsar. People 

left Russia hoping for a better life.  

Young immigrant men, thirsty for adventure 

probably had heard that the United States 

needed labor, and the country offered free land 

for homesteading in the Midwest.  

Abe traveled by steamship from Europe and worked his way as a tailor from his 

southern Texas port of arrival, traveling through cities to New York City and on to 

Minnesota. He attended English language classes and studied at the public library. 

In St. Paul, Abe rented a room in a boarding house and married Rebecca ñBeckyò 

Abe Gordon,  
age 20 

(Belarus, 1914) 

BECKY RYAN, AGE 19 
 (ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA, 

ABOUT 1918) 



8 2/8/2008 

Ryan, whom he said was ñthe most beautifulò of his landladyôs daughters.  

 
THE WEDDING 

OF MILTôS 

PARENTS, 

1921 

 

 
MILTôS HOME 

IN ST. PAUL, 
MINNESOTA 

NEAR 

MISSISSIPPI 

RIVER 

 

Becky Ryan and Abe Gordon 
(St. Paul, 1921) 

RED STAR, WHERE MILT AND HIS PARENTS LIVED DURING HIS GROWING YEARS 
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THE FAMILY 

HOME 
Abe and Becky Gordon had three children during their first nine years of marriage. 

In 1922 when they expected their first child, they moved out of their small 

apartment and bought a two-story, wood-framed house in a low-density suburban 

neighborhood near the Mississippi River in St. Paul, Minnesota. The home had 

two bedrooms and one bathroom on the upper level. The bathroom had a tub 

without a shower, a toilet, and a sink. Family members usually bathed once a 

week. When Milt was old enough to light a match and wanted to bathe he had to 

light the gas pilot to heat the water on the hot-water tank. He said he felt scared 

when the match burst in flame as it hit the gas pilot.  

 
 A small kitchen, a dining and living room, and a screened-in porch were on the 

main level of the house. The front door opened onto a sleeping porch leading to 

the living room. The walls were painted and then textured with a sponge dipped in 

another shade. The room was furnished with a couch and two oversized stuffed 

chairs centered on a console radio. Family members often huddled around it. A 

reddish carpet, a tapestry on the wall, and good lighting behind the chairs exuded 

THE ABE AND BECKY GORDONôS FAMILY HOME AT 2138 JEFFERSON, ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA  

(LEFT) SNOWY DAY (MARCH 1956)                    (RIGHT) MILTôS FATHER, ABE GORDON (1954) 

Milt and 
his 

brotherôs 
bedroom 

 

 

Dining  

room 

Sleeping 

Porch 
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warmth. Milt and his sister, Gladys, played leap frog 

jumping between the living room chairs and the couch. By 

the time they were grown and left home the couch and 

chairs were threadbare. The family doted on the words of 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt when he delivered his radio 

ñfireside chatsò to the nation from 1933 to 1944. Roosevelt 

died in 1945, just before World War II ended.1   

Milt, the youngest of the three siblings, shared a bedroom 

with his brother Irving until Irving insisted on privacy. Next 

Milt slept in his parentsô room. On hot summer days, Milt preferred to sleep on the 

porch as homes did not have air-conditioning. On scorching unbearable days, he 

connected the hose used for washing clothes, from the basement laundry tub 

faucet to the ceiling to create a cold refreshing shower. The water ran out through 

the floor drain.  

The kitchen held a table with space to sit for three family members who took turns 

eating. The table also served as Miltôs study desk. During religious holidays they 

all ate at the heavy ornate wooden table in the dining room.  

Becky cooked on a gas stove. The house had one electric outlet with heavy 

enough wires to accommodate the toaster or electric iron. The toaster required 

flipping slices of bread and removing the toast before it burned. The copper wires 

to other outlets were sufficient for light bulbs, but not thick enough to supply 

electricity for appliances needing high wattage. The refrigerator that replaced the 

icebox used in early years stood on the porch near the back door. Stairs from the 

kitchen led to the basement and from the living room to upstairs. The basement 

held, storage facilities, coal furnace, hot-water tank, semiautomatic washing 

machine, laundry tub, and coal bin, and in Miltôs teen years, a ping pong table. The 

1930S CONSOLE 

RADIO 
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house was heated by a coal furnance and later replaced with gas.2 Once a month 

in the winter, a big truck filled with coal stopped at the house, filled a bucket with 

coal, and dumped it through the basement opening to the coal bin. The noise 

terrified the family cat.  

 
Garden and 

Produce 
St. Paul summers were fertile and beautiful. Days were hot and nights stayed 

warm and summer rains nourished the soil. An apple and a plum tree and tomatoe 

plants flourished in the backyard. Miltôs mother preserved tomatoes, pickles, and 

pears, peaches, and plums, which she stored in glass jars on basement shelves. 

Milt introduced a recipe for sweet and sour pickles. He planted Yellow Pear 

Tomatoes that grew so tall he had to stand on a ladder to harvest them. It was 

economical for the family to buy hundred-pound sacks of potatoes and onions 

after the harvest in the fall, which they stored in a sand-filled bin, a root cellar to 

keep them cool and dry. 

A lavender lilac bush, hollyhocks, yellow, red, and pink four-oôclocks flowers 

adorned the backyard. Miltôs mother collected seeds in the fall and planted them 

the next year. 

 
Wage Earner During the Great Depression, when many wage owners who were heads of 

households lost their jobs, Miltôs father, Abe, retained his job as a tailor in a menôs 

clothing store, Richman Brothers. People who were still employed worked 

especially hard, and Abe toiled longer hours for less salary. The retail business 

slackened as most men had little money to spend, especially on clothing. In order 

to find customers when the store did not have business, Abe followed the janitor, 

an African American, to find male customers who were visiting houses of 

prostitution. Abe and the janitor took orders for suits from the store where they 
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worked. They split the commision, a mutually beneficial arrangement. Abe brought 

along samples of cloth and measured the customers. 

The store where Abe worked opened at eight in the morning. He was required to 

be on the sales floor until it closed at six on weekdays and nine on Saturdays. He 

was paid a salary plus commission for sales. A suit with two pairs of pants sold for 

$21.50. Abe earned about one dollar when he completed a sale. (According to the 

American Institute for Economic Research, the average annual income in 1930 

was $1,428, and the average house cost approximately $6,396.3 In 1930, one 

hundred dollars would equal $1,077 in 2002.) 

Like other men in sales Abe dressed formally. He wore a clean white shirt each 

day with a business suit and he wore two shirts on sweaty summer days. Abe 

returned home from work about 6:30 or 7:00 in the evening and ate the dinner 

which his wife had spent most of the day preparing. Sometimes Abe read the St. 

Paul Dispatch before retiring. On Saturday evenings he came home at 10:00. His 

conscientiousness was recognized, and he was promoted in charge of the tailor 

shop. This new position required that he deal with irate customers. Zippers in 

clothing, a modern innovation, were of poor quality, and consumers expressed 

frustration when they did not work. 

Through much of his career Abe spoke of leaving the salaried postion and starting 

his own tailoring business. It was only after he was forced to retire at age sixty-five 

that Abe took customers on his own. 

 
HOMEMAKER Becky was a full-time homemaker. Milt remembers coming home and always 

finding his mother at home. She insisted on doing all the housework herselfð

buying groceries, cooking, laundry, making beds, and cleanup after meals. Other 

family members were barred from the kitchen. 
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Very few women drove cars. Instead of supermarkets, basic 

food items were delivered to the home. The milkman brought 

milk in reusable glass bottles, butter, hard cheese, cottage 

cheese, buttermilk, cream, and other dairy products. The 

vegetable truck delivered produce. Stores were small and customers ordered 

what they wanted, and sales clerks gathered the items from bins. Goods were 

unpackaged, and there was no self-service. The earliest food chain in town was 

the A&P and Piggly Wiggly. Once a week, Abe drove his wife across town to buy 

kosher meat prepared by the Jewish butcher. 

 COOKING Beckyôs greatest joy was preparing dinner, an activity that consumed much of her 

day, with interruptions by phone calls with sisters and sisters-in-law. Beckyôs 

phone line was centrally located between family members, so they phoned her to 

avoid long distance rates and asked her to pass on messages. Sister Libby 

Garelick phoned Becky and told her to call sister Dena Pincus and tell her that 

Libby was mad at her. Becky relayed the message and then Dena told Becky to 

call Libby back and tell her she was crazy. This unsettling communication of 

insults interrupted Beckyôs dinner preparation and drained Becky emotionally as 

she often burst into tears.  

Milt enjoyed his motherôs main dishesðroast duck, baked and roasted chicken, 

broiled steak, pot roast, brisket, fish patties, kishke (stuffed gut),4 blintzes (crêpe-

like dough filled with cottage cheese), kreplach (dough stuffed with ground meat), 

latkes (potato pancakes), and spaghetti and meat sauce. Pound cake and strudel, 

a cookie dough rolled with fruit and nuts, were popular family desserts. Becky 

prepared everything from scratch as frozen and semi-prepared foods, developed 

in the 1940s, were not sold at her grocery store. They would not have been used 
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by a ñreal homemaker.ò 

For Miltôs birthday, he invited six of his best friends to a party. His mother prepared 

a yellow lemon birthday cake with chocolate frosting and served it with ice cream. 

The boys liked to play marbles, a game that they were not allowed to play at 

recess at school because it was considered gambling. Milt and his friends walked 

two miles to the matinee movie for a treatðone of the Flash Gordon serials.  

 
 Becky performed a different household task every day of the week. Washing and 

ironing clothing, baking, changing bed linens, and shopping were priorities along 

with cooking. Dusting, vacuuming, and overall cleaning of rooms were lesser 

concerns.  

Washing laundry was dedicated to Mondays. A hole in the hall upstairs led to a 

chute where the family dropped items to the basement for washing. Becky 

connected the semiautomatic washing machine to the laundry tub faucet with a 

garden hose to fill the machine with hot water. She made her own detergent by 

cutting slivers of one third of a bar of heavy-duty yellowish Fels-Naptha soap. She 

put it in a tub of hot water to dissolve and then added the dirty laundry. The 

washing machine cord plugged into the electric outlet, and items swished in the 

tub of hot soapy water for about ten minutes. Mechanical rollers attached to the 

washing machine wrung out the water. The washing operation lasted about ten 

minutes. Next, Becky inserted the clothes through the wringer to remove the soapy 

water. She was cautious not to catch her fingers in the wringer. The clothes 

dropped in the nearby metal tub. Becky lifted them from the tub, rinsed them twice 

in fresh water, and repeated the wringing process to remove as much water as 

possible. She hung the clothes to dry using wooden clothespins attached to a line 

in the basement or on dry days outside. The soapy water that remained in the 
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machine was saved for another load. Only 

Abeôs suits were sent to a professional cleaner. 

Becky ironed all the clothing and household 

goodsðbed and table linens, towels, and 

under and outer clothing. There were no 

permanent-press fabrics. She prepared a half-

dozen shirts for Abe each week and when her 

sons were older, she also ironed shirts for 

them.  

Whenever possible, Milt wore clothing his brother, eight years older, had 

outgrown. Abe tailored them to fit younger Milt. But he preferred to wear white 

cotton corduroy pants and soft flannel shirts. He did not like his brotherôs jeans. 

 
HEBREW 

SCHOOL AND 

BAR MITZVAH, 
 

1940ï1943 

Miltôs grandparents celebrated the Jewish holidays and observed kosher rituals, 

although his parents observed Jewish customs to a lesser extent. Milt shined at 

the Passover Seder. As the youngest son, Milt was required to read the four 

questions: ñWhy is this night different from all other nights?ò In response, his father 

recited an abbreviated story of the Jewish exodus from Egypt. When the family 

opened the door at the moment for the figurative prophet Elijah was to enter, to 

everyoneôs amusement the family cat, Putch, walked in.  

Unlike his older brother who his parents thought could be a rabbi, Milt showed no 

interest in pursuing a Jewish education. In fact, he resented the money his family 

spent on it. Against Miltôs will, his father enrolled him in Hebrew School at the age 

of ten to prepare for his Bar Mitzvah, the Jewish rite of passage at age thirteen. 

Milt resented being confined after school on Mondays through Thursdays and 

WRINGER WASHING MACHINE 
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Sunday mornings. Each session lasted ninety minutes and transportation 

consumed a chunk of time. The lessons kept Milt from playing baseball with the 

neighborhood boys. Even more disheartening, a bright yellow bus with HEBREW 

SCHOOL written on it stopped at his house or school to pick him up, calling 

attention that Milt was different. He hated the lessons. His instructors taught him to 

memorize prayers and did not explain the meanings behind the blessings. The one 

creative thing Milt accomplished in that school was he wrote a simple play in 

Hebrew about Sampson and Goliath.  

Teenagers dressed formally on Friday nights and Saturday mornings for religious 

services at the synagogue. After the services, women served grape juice, pickled 

herring, dark bread, and sweets, the one thing Milt enjoyed. 

To everyoneôs surprise Milt applied himself and chanted his Bar Mitzvah Hebrew 

reading flawlessly. His father beamed with pride and extreme pleasure.
5
 The 

community expected the Bar Mitzvah boyôs family to take the boyôs friends from 

the synagogue to attend a celebration at the family home. Miltôs uncle, Abe 

Garelick, transported the young teenagers in his open-bed truck. The boys 

huddled together to keep warm in the subzero February weather. Miltôs mother 

prepared and served Miltôs grandmotherôs simple dish, boiled potatoes with slices 

of hot dogs.  

In addition, the Bar Mitzvah boy received gifts. When a friend invited Milt to his Bar 

Mitzvah, Miltôs mother supplied him with a used Big Little Book to bring as a gift. 

(The popular book was 3ȩ" by 4İ" by 1İò and had 432 pages. It originally sold for 

a dime and later 15 cents.
6
) Milt said he felt humiliated when the boyôs mother 

pointed out that the book was used. He was embarrassed his parents could not 

afford a better gift.  
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After his Bar Mitzvah Milt abruptly quit studying Hebrew. He said, ñBoy, was I 

happy.ò His negative experience with Hebrew School soured his interest in 

Judaism. Throughout his life, he avoided any associations with Jewish institutions. 

 
IRVINGôS 

MILITARY 

SERVICE 

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, and the 

United States entered World War II. In 1943, Miltôs two older siblings left home to 

serve in World War II. Milt missed his siblings who were away supporting the war 

effort in the armed forces, but he was happy for the first time to have his own room 

instead of sharing a bedroom.  

Miltôs sister, Gladys, joined the Army Nursing Corps at the University of Minnesota, 

and his brother, Irving, who had been in the Naval ROTC at the University, trained 

as a corpsman in the Marines.  

Miltôs brother, Irving, was drafted after two years of college and ROTC. He was 

commissioned in the U.S. Marine Corps of the Navy. Miltôs parentsô hearts ached. 

They were terribly worried about Irving being away when they could not 

communicate with him. They were concerned about Irvingôs safety. He served on 

the Japanese front as a corpsman stationed on a landing ship tank (LST). He was 

the only medical officer on the ship of about one hundred men. The local women 

indulged in sex with sailors in exchange for gifts. To avoid venereal disease, Irving 

insisted that the men who went ashore on leave were equipped with prophylactics 

and ointment.  

 
 Fortunately for him, Irving was hospitalized with appendicitis and missed the 

invasion of the Japanese island Okinawa where many Americans died in battle. 

Irving was spared from becoming a casualty. After the war, he was stationed at 

Tientsin, a northern Chinese port where his crew was assigned to round up 

Japanese soldiers.  
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In 1944 during World War II, Miltôs family and nearly twenty million Americans 

planted victory gardens to grow and preserve their own food. This saved the 

nation's resources for the U.S. and Allies armed forces. 

Irvingôs military stint provided financial 

relief for his family. He sent home 

coats, hats, pants, scarves, and 

gloves for his brother and sister. In 

China, he bought trinkets and 

souvenirs, which delighted his mother. 

After his military service, Irvingôs G.I. 

Bill supported his education and 

provided school supplies he shared 

with Milt and his sister. Milt treasures the slide rule Irving gave him. It contributed 

to Miltôs achievement in math and science. He was the first of the students in his 

class to have a slide rule. Milt said, ñIt made my calculations in physics a breeze.ò 

A calculator for personal use was not yet affordable.  

Irving finished his education on the G.I. Bill and earned a Ph.D. in Organic 

Chemistry. 

 
FAMILY CRISIS 

IN MILTôS 

YOUNG LIFE 

 

When Milt was twelve, on an unforgettable Sunday morning in June 1942, his 

father suffered a heart attack. Irving had already left for the navy and fear about 

his sonôs danger contributed to Abeôs stress. Miltôs mother, who depended on Abe 

for most things, became hysterical and cried for what seemed to Milt like forever.  

Doctors treated heart problems conservatively and kept Miltôs father in the hospital 

for six weeks with an additional two months of bed rest at home. There was no 

medical insurance. Hospital costs were minimal, averaging about $7.50 a day in a 

SLIDE RULE 
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private room and $5 in a ward, less costly than a motel room. Workmanôs 

compensation paid Miltôs father only $5 a week, and since he could not work, this 

left the family nearly destitute. (Five dollars equaled $55.18 in year 2002.) One of 

Miltôs maternal uncles paid the mortgage on the family home. 

Like most men of his era, Abe smoked cigarettes, usually Camels. He smoked 

until his heart attack when he quit after his children nagged and begged him. 

Years later after his wife died, Abe began smoking again.  

 
BUILDING 

MODEL 

AIRPLANES 

When not at school, Milt kept his father company by his bedside. To entertain 

himself and his father, Milt built model airplanes in his fatherôs room. He bought 

kits for model planes, a spitfire and Piper ñCub Coupe.ò The kit contained balsa wood 

with components of the plane stamped on the wood. Milt cut the wood along the 

marking with a razor blade. The kits came with stringers, a set of wheels, wire, and 

rice paper. Rubber bands powered the planes. When Milt finished making the 

model, he wet the thin rice paper and stretched it over an open section. When the 

paper dried, it created a tight fit. The work required dexterity and fine hand 

coordination, a skill Milt inherited from his father. 
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 World War II was in progress 

and Milt constructed war 

models of Piper Cub and 

fighter planesðSpitfire, P-

38s, P-39s, and Barton Paul 

Defiant. He recalls on June 7, 

1942, telling his father that 

the Battle of Midway in the 

Pacific was fought and won 

by the United States. This 

battle was a turning point in 

the war. From building 

models, Milt learned about 

aircraft components, airplane 

types, aviation history, 

reading plans, blueprints, 

types of glue and gluing 

techniques, paintbrushes, and 

different types of paint. 

A friendôs mother saw Miltôs constructions and wanted him to teach her son. But 

like most boys Miltôs age, the lad did not have the required patience. From 

building models, Milt also learned about persistence, and beginning and finishing 

a task, and problem solving. 

Milt does not recall going to a physician except once when he had a bad case of 

bronchitis and his father was recuperating from a heart attack at home. 

Vaccinations for childhood diseases were given at school. 

PIPER ñCUB COUPEò MODEL 

 

SPITFIRE MODEL 
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DEALING WITH 

MONEY 

SHORTAGE  

While Miltôs father was recuperating from his heart attack, Milt set out on his own 

to obtain work. He knocked on doors in wealthy neighborhoods, offering his 

services depending on what the house needed during each seasonðin the fall, he 

raked leaves; in summer, yard maintenance, pruning bushes and edging 

sidewalks; and in winter, he shoveled snow. After a big snowstorm, Milt said, 

ñWould you like your sidewalks shoveled?ò Other times, he simply asked, ñDo you 

have any work?ò Naturally, homeowners preferred that Milt name a price rather 

than work by the hour. His average pay was 10 cents for an hour of work. 

Minimum wage was 35 cents, which equals $4.41 in 2002. Inflation set in at the 

onset of the war and costs and salaries rose. A loaf of bread cost 15 cents, a cup 

of coffee, 5 cents, and a streetcar token 10 cents during Miltôs youth.  

Milt saved his money in a cigar box for college, but when the family could not 

afford his brotherôs college tuition, Milt donated his savings of $40 to pay the fees. 

ñThis represented a lot of work,ò Milt said, ñbut I was proud to contribute.ò The 

savings equals $441.47 in 2002.  

 
THE FAMILY 

CAR 
Miltôs father owned a 1930 Chevrolet touring car, similar to the following 

photograph, but his car had two doors and the passenger seat folded to make 

room to enter the backseat. The family car did not have white sidewall tires and 

had less chrome, and was not restored as the refurbished model in this 

photograph. 
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 LEARNING TO 

DRIVE 
Miltôs fascination with cars began at an early age. He watched his father drive the 

simple floor shift car. Automatic shifts had not been invented. In 1940, Miltôs father 

bought a Chevrolet coupe with a shift mounted on the steering post. It cost about 

$1,000 dollars. It was kept in their oversized garage detached from the house. Milt 

learned to drive in this car. When Milt was twelve, he often sat in the car parked in 

the garage and pretended to drive, pushing in the clutch pedal while shifting gears. 

Sitting in the passenger seat while his father drove, Milt imitated his father 

operating the clutch. Eventually, he figured out how to shift by feel when the car 

was not coughing or chugging. Until Milt was sixteen, he only drove accompanied 

by his father on isolated side streets. After Milt qualified for his driverôs license, he 

relieved his father from the weekly burden of driving his mother to the grocery 

stores as she shopped for the best bargains.  

Miltôs father took the car to work every day except during World War II rationing 

when people were only allowed to buy three gallons of gas a week.  

 
DEFROSTING 

THE CAR  
In subzero Minnesota weather, starting the car in the unheated garage was a 

1930 CHEVROLET  


