
For a curious youngster trying to understand 
what the world was all about, this was a fright-
ening observation. But it was a fruitful one. 
It would stay with me for a lifetime. It would 
become a backdrop for a variety of conclusions 
which, in later years, would fuel my thinking 
and planning for a variety of national policies 
in peacetimes as well as wartimes.

rassing manner. Gus, as a matter of fact, was smarter 
than the propagandists, and he never heard of psycholo-
gy: he could see as clearly as the nose on his face that the 
only effect of the Liberty Cabbage syndrome was to fuel 
the fire of the newly-developed “100% American” hyste-
ria, which was America’s first experience with legalized 
terrorism. As the result of it, Scott Avenue had become, 
almost overnight, an important focal point of the entire 
local domestic war of hatred and revenge. We were sud-
denly an enemy encampment. 

I recall with all its horrible fright, the first wave of row-
dy, drunken 100% Americans who invaded our street, bel-
lowing insults and accusations, throwing rocks through 
windows, splashing yellow paint everywhere, and beating 
anyone they encountered, regardless of age or sex. 

The Emmaus parsonage on the corner of Scott and 
Broadway was vandalized and set afire. Flowers and 
shrubs in the yard were torn out and destroyed, windows 
were smashed, and firecrackers were thrown through the 
broken windows to explode in the house. The imposing 
Emmaus Lutheran Church, just around the corner, and 
one of the very few imposing structures in our general-
ly jerry-built town, was all but destroyed; its two-storey 
high stained glass windows, imported from Germany in 
the preceding century, were smashed beyond repair. And 
the very next day, in answer to threats, the Scott Ave-
nue children, my friends, had to transfer from the Miner 
School, where we had all been since kindergarten, to the 
parochial school on the corner, where they could be pro-
tected, at least to a degree, by their fathers. 
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A retrospective narrative through the eyes of my father— 
though only a child in Fort Wayne, Indiana at the onset 
of World War I—recognized even then, what passed for 
patriotism was, essentially, thinly-veiled terrorism.    

– F.M.S.

On April 19, 1917, President Wilson declared war on 
Germany, and we began to send troops to join the French 
and British in an effort to end what by now had become 
abruptly, the First World War in all of modern history. 
But it didn’t come exactly as a surprise. 

For a good many months before this, we on Scott Av-
enue had been living in a nervous state. Propaganda ex-
perts, mainly British at first, had been hard at work in 
the United States, working up hatred and distrust of The 
Germans; The Huns. This was, unfortunately, necessary 
if we were to be drawn into the war because, tradition-
ally, the German people were held in higher esteem by 
Americans than any other category of foreigners except 
the British (a situation that proved to be the case again, 
according to government surveys conducted at the start 
of World War II). Accordingly, the propagandists had a 
momentous job on their hands. They could not afford to 
miss any opportunities to create a sense of distrust. The 
still new and experimental science of psychology was just 
finding its feet in universities around the world, and it 
soon became an obvious tool in creating public opinion. 
It soon became essential to make Mrs. RoDewald to ask 
for Liberty Cabbage when she wanted sauerkraut, and 
to fiercely take other silly measures in an effort to erase 
vestiges of the German culture from our society, to elim-
inate its existence from the public consciousness. Most 
such measures to cleanse our society were, of course, not 
too effective: Gus, the butcher, only had to give up selling 
“Liberty Cabbage” rather than insist that Mrs. RoDewald 
Americanize herself in this non-productive and embar-



The lovely Mrs. Borchard’s destructive older son quick-
ly became one of the rowdy patriotic “Liberty Leaguers” 
who had set out to tear the neighborhood to shreds in or-
der to demonstrate the superiority of the American race—
to which, of course, he was a newcomer and felt the need 
to burnish his tender ego. 

All of this anarchy which I have described as I wit-
nessed it, was one side of the coin; but there was another 
side, which, in my tender young mind, caused endless 
confusion. 

Even while the terrorism raged, our solidly German 
neighborhood was, in all probability, the most fervent-
ly patriotic in the entire city. The men were prompt in 
constructing large wooden con-
tainers on the vacant lot oppo-
site the Van Ame house, and 
filling them, time and again, 
with peach pits for gas masks, 
clothes for people in countries 
that had been overrun by the Huns, and metal salvage 
of all kinds for use in fabricating armaments. The local 
street-wide supervisor of patriotic duties was Mr. RoDe-
wald, Elmer’s father, who had plenty of time to devote to 
the chore because he was forced to board up his saloon 
for the duration to protect his life and property after it had 
twice been raided by the 100% American rowdies deter-
mined to demonstrate their—largely drunken—patriotic 
commitments by destroying the bar and consuming the 
inventory of bottles. So poor old RoDewald spent his days 
supervising the filling of containers, tending the Liberty 
Gardens that covered the greatest part of the five-acre 
lot, and launching other projects. The widow Borchard, 
who understood little of what was going on, growing old 
and not very strong, was his most faithful and produc-
tive assistant. Since she spoke no English, she also was 
the second most special target for the ruffians—second 
only to the Klomp’s niece, Crazy Annie, whom they tor-
mented with lighted matches. Flooding with tears, she 
could only demonstrate how they should shame them-
selves by doing it in the accepted way with her fingers, 
only backwards; but they just howled with laughter and 
patted each other on the back for striking an effective 
blow for the country. They had fixed another Hun. They 
would report it to headquarters, and perhaps get a medal 
of sorts. The elder Borchard, by this time was probably 
the official medal dispenser. 

In the middle of all this, a Western Union messenger 
brought Mrs. Borchard a telegram which she had to take 
to Mrs. Klomp to read for her. It was from the War Depart-
ment. It said her younger son—the one everyone knew 
would turn out good—was dead. The War Department 
was very sorry. She worked off her sorrow by sewing ban-
dages for the Red Cross when she was not tending Liberty 

Gardens or wrapping packages for the men overseas. 
One of the things that I remember most vividly from 

those days was the absence of music from the Strausser 
home, just up the street from us, an extra-ordinary fam-
ily of fine musicians. Nothing irritated the hoodlums as 
much as hearing music—often gay, inspired music—from 
a house filled with apparently happy Huns. After a few 
smaller uprisings that the Straussers could take in their 
stride, there came finally a fully mobilized invasion that 
left the house virtually in ruins and the family in great 
pain. So the family that had been so close, even after 
the sons and daughters were married, simply disbanded, 
and the musicians scattered, and never came together 

again until after the Armistice— 
and then only for a short period. 
The young men came home from 
the war, the daughters who had 
been nurses and canteen atten-
dants returned temporarily, and 

then—without their usual concerts—moved elsewhere. 
Scott Avenue memories were too bitter. The unhappy 
parents were left alone, temporarily, then even they dis-
appeared. A For Sale sign went up on the house. A home 
on Scott Avenue with a For Sale sign was a rarity, and 
always signaled a tragedy. This one was a deliberate trag-
edy, committed in the good name of patriotism. 

I remember several nights, while the war raged, when 
the normally early-to-bed were startled awake by news-
boys rushing through the street shouting EXTRA! EXTRA! 
and then reporting something unintelligible about new 
developments at the front. Every house would light up, 
men in their nightshirts would come out, call to a boy, 
buy a paper, and disappear again behind their locked 
doors. I would be watching out my bedroom window. If 
the lights remained burning for a long period, it meant 
that something significant and frightening had happened. 
I knew what to expect the next morning. If the Allies had 
suffered a reverse on the battlefront, the Scott Avenue 
contingent would have to be punished, and we could ex-
pect an invasion the next night. Elmer RoDewald, in par-
ticular, was terribly depressed through those days and 
nights, though he never really knew what was happen-
ing. All he knew was that his mother cried all the time, 
and baked bread and pastries until the house was full of 
baked goods, and Mr. RoDewald had to find ways to dis-
tribute the bounty to all the neighbors. Elmer could not 
understand why, in the middle of all this, his close family 
ties seemed to be falling apart, and no one could explain 
what was happening. But the neighbors knew. Elmer’s 
sister Helen was secretly in love with a bright young man 
in her office, the son of one of the owners of the business, 
who was known to be a Liberty Leaguer, and therefore 
must necessarily be part of the enemy camp. One of the 

Even while the terrorism raged, our 
solidly German neighborhood was, 
in all probability, the most fervently 
patriotic in the entire city.



Terrorists. It was, nevertheless, a genuine love affair, and 
she was seeing him on the sly, and Elmer’s brother Os-
car was threatening to find him and take care of him for 
breaking up their home. 

“Mamma just cries all the time,” Elmer would say. “My 
father don’t have his saloon no more. How will we ever be 
able to go back to the Fairfield and see the serials?” 

Well, I didn’t know what was happening, either—not 
really. I only knew that the neighborhood was in upheaval, 
and somewhere there was a terrible enemy that was caus-
ing it all, and I could feel pressures I didn’t understand, 
and an awful feeling haunted me for years afterward.

It didn’t help when at supper one night, my father, 
who had been even less communicative than usual, sud-
denly finished eating, pushed his plate away, and said: 
“Darnedest thing happened!” My mother set her jaw and 
her eyes narrowed. When he started that way, she knew 
something very disturbing had happened, and she didn’t 
like hearing about disturbing things. 

“Three big maulers turned up at the office today and 
announced that I would have to get rid of three of my 
best master machinists. They are working on a new kind 
of armature, and they are the only ones fit to do it. I was 
supposed to throw them out into the street. Then. Right 
then! Fire them and throw them out!” 

“Well, did you do it?” 
“They said the men were Huns because they had Ger-

man names. I told the goons that these were special men, 
working on special assignments, and I need them, and 
they are the best I have got, and I don’t intend to fire 
them because they’ve got German names.” 

“Are you sure you should do that?” My mother always 
worried that my father’s sure-footedness in such matters 
would sooner or later get him fired. She never understood 
that it more likely got him promoted. 

“I didn’t hire their names,” my father explained, ig-
noring the red flag my mother had run up. “I hired their 
skills, not their ancestors!” 

Mother: “What did the men say?” 
“The men said the hell with that. This is war, and you 

get rid of them or you are a traitor to your country!” 
Mother: “Maybe you ought to be careful. I wish you 

would think of yourself—of me, and the family. You know 
how people are in times like this! Those men might just 
go up to Schenectady and tell the big bosses that you 
are not patriotic and make a lot of trouble for you. Then 
where would we be?” 

“Fiddlesticks! My men are working on a project that 
Steinmetz himself told me to get busy on; and without 
Steinmetz, where would GE be? He is the greatest genius 
since Edison himself! If they went to headquarters with 
their demands, they would be thrown out into the street!” 

“What did you do about it?” 

“I saved headquarters the trouble. I told them to get 
out or I would have them thrown out. I told them if they 
came back with the whole Liberty League in tow, I would 
have a tougher army than they can muster waiting for 
them. I told them that in times like these, skilled work-
men are national treasures, and wrong-headed bigots 
should have been drowned at birth!” 

“Good Heavens! What did they do?” 
“They left.” 
It would be many years before I would be able to un-

derstand what that big war on the other side of the world 
was all about. All I could digest at the time, and for a long 
time afterward, was that a powerful enemy—everybody 
said so—was about to put an end to civilization, and to 
the serials at the Fairfield theater, and to Elmer’s father’s 
saloon, and to everything else that was good. But I nev-
er saw that hideous enemy. Nobody could point him out 
and say: “There he is!” As far as I could imagine, he was 
like the devil, in Hell: somebody you just had to take for 
granted, since everybody said he was there and up to 
no good. All I could see, all I could understand was that 
a small, tight, compatible, happy street-long community 
was being torn to shreds by the self-same people whom 
I had seen many times before walking peacefully along 
Broadway, nodding politely to the very people they were 
now tormenting. They, by my lights, had become the en-
emy! The only enemy I could see anywhere! 

For a curious youngster trying to understand what 
the world was all about, this was a frightening observa-
tion. But it was a fruitful one. It would stay with me for 
a lifetime. It would become a backdrop for a variety of 
conclusions which, in later years, would fuel my thinking 
and planning for a variety of national policies in peace-
times as well as wartimes.

But most of all, it was primarily this haunting experi-
ence that made me decide, once and for all, that my life’s 
work must consist primarily of finding out what living 
in this world was all about, and who—or what—was in 
charge. How in the world can anyone find—and recognize 
when he sees it—the hang of the world? “I will find out,” I 
told myself. “And when I do, I will write a book!” 

It took a very long time. And stubborn determination.

Fred Smith (1908-1997) was a presidential advisor, Assistant to the Secre-
tary of the Treasury, and business consultant for everything from public 
relations to NASA. I took it upon myself to transcribe, edit, and design the 
first section of 40 years of his manuscripts for Book 
I, privately published and distributed, for now. In do-
ing so, I embarked upon an emotional, joyous jour-
ney upon which I learned so much more about the 
man I knew only as my father—a creative, funny, 
quietly agnostic, somewhat distant man. Through 
his stories, he reveals the history of the times he 
lived in as he observed them, in his own unique, sin-
cere manner. I wish I had known him better.                                

—Francesca M. Smith
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I spend my life writing my head off, but carefully 

steering clear of being “a writer.” It was in my nature 

to need success; I could not have faced failure. I never 

had confidence that I could be “a writer.” But I didn’t 

explain that to the two well-meaning professors. 

In fact, I never before explained it to anyone, 

including me. 
                                                                 –Fred Smith
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