LTO GORDONOGSTIOFE ST

LAUNCHING  Milt was born in 1930 in St. Paul, Minnesota, when his sister, Gladys, was three
THE BUDDING
SCIENTIST

years old and his brother,

Il rving Alrvo
mother and father referred

to her youngest son as
naches, a Yiddish word for

great pleasure. Mi | t 6 s

mother adored him and
affectionately called him,
fmein Miltie and mein baby. ¢

His brother called Milt,

MILT GORDON, AGES 4 AND 6
(ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA, 1934 AND 1936)

ABits. O
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.

THEGREAT The Great Depression began in 1929, a
DEPRESSION,

peaked in the spring of 1933 when twenty-five percent of the heads of American
EARLY1930s househol ds were out of work. Mi |l tds pe

essentials. When banks closed during t

savings. Eventually, the government took control of the banks and returned money
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ToYs AND
PLAY

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 Il. 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 Il 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.

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 sr
science.
THEFAMILY AS a youngster, one €

CAT
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- MILT, AGE 7, AND His CAT, PUTSCH, AT
CHILDHOOD HOME; MOTHER BECKY,
flight. If Putsch failed, he went back in LOOKING OUT THE KITCHEN DOOR

(ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA, 1937)
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.

(vrears later, Milt memorialized Putsch

favorite royal blue ceramic mug.)
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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
sleddedonasheet of roofing metal, a piece <
toboggand a long board with a slippery bottom that held six children. Snow
provided hours of entertainmentd fort 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 odolwdsadavdeluned
iGavot tteofelmadlimgnond by Ambroise Thomas.
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 thesound.)Mi | t 6s f at her was irritated
blamed Milt because he usually played it. Years later, Milt disassembled the
phonograph and saw a mechani sm made of

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 GORDON SIBLINGS: IRVING, AGE 12, GLADYS, AGE 6, MILT, AGE 3, AND
BLACKIE, THE FIRST FAMILY CAT
(ST. PAUL, MINNESOTA, 1933)

THE Milt struggled in his early school years
CHILDHOOD OF
THE because English was not his first language.
SCIENTIST,

His mother spoke Yiddish, and when Milt

19301 1937
went to kindergarten, he did not know the

English words to ask to go to the bathroom.

Miltbds ol der brother,

BROTHER, IRVING GORDON, AGE 12 memorize the third-grade spelling
MILT, AGE 3
assignments. Irving rewarded Milt with a test tube whenever he got 100 in spelling.
In the fifth grade,t he br eakt hrough in Miltdés aca
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
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