CHAPTER 7





	But through our efforts and the massive mistakes of our enemies we won the war at last without crippling every young man among us, and soon the troops were marching home to find the top jobs already filled by those who had stayed behind; and although the crowds stood cheering, their pockets bulging with profits, the troops found their girls looking guilty at least and if not that then married or in love with someone else, the more patriotic ones at most having the good sense to pick nearby soldiers when giving up far-away ones.  As in any return, from Odysseus to Johnny American, the embattled boys found themselves deposed; in the absence they had been replaced as workers, lovers, fathers, voters, leaders, land-owners, capital-holders, profit-makers; in business, at home, and in the government they found no power and no profits had been held in trust for them, and the pitifully small bonuses they were awarded could have been made in just a few months' time by any aircraft worker-and had been made, over and over again.  A nation that feared a depression coming on, now that the "war boom" was over, told the vets they could get cheap "loans" if they bought houses and primed the profits of contractors already rich on government contracts during the war, or they could get some money if they promised to pay most of it to schools which had already grown fat on educational programs for the Services during the war and now wanted to grow fatter and expand holdings by buying up farms and stocks and bonds and all tax free, or the vets were offered free medical care for wounds they had suffered during battle and free insurance in case they died of these wounds or got hit by a car before they resumed their lives, since the government did not want a lot of vet-less families dependent on it for welfare.


	It was a very instructional picture for the young people my age to see: the nation opened its hungry arms to the veterans who survived and it pointed out immediately how the returning men could help out those who had stayed behind.  The medals were really all made of brass, and I for one realized those poor sonsabitches --- many of them heroes --- were being taken for suckers by the very people whose pockets already were lined with war bonds growing in interest.


	Even the surplus --- the equipment, clothing and vehicles --- which would have been given to the troops had the war continued, was snatched out of their hands when the war stopped and was sold to the highest bidder, or the friendliest conniver, and then was sold back in many cases to the vets themselves, now civilians, at a profit! it was pathetic to see them, their faces beaming, when they recognized equipment once issued to thern in the Pacific, Africa or Europe, as they lined up in front of Surplus Stores to buy from the fat and sweating 50-year-olds, who had bought the stuff for next to nothing from the govemment.


	The country was maintaining, as usual, business at a profit, and if there had been an opportunity would have stripped the corpses of clothing and auctioned it off to the highest bidder.  Grotesque as it was, it showed how the vets retumed home, owning nothing, forced to buy whatever they needed or wanted from those who had purchased it for much less during the war with money made by making and selling weapons to the troops.  Money made during the war and invested, doubled, tripled and went on multiplying itself, as the investments were in turn sold at higher prices to the vets: land, houses, farms, business, stocks of all kinds.  No man who had worn a uniform was exempted from this exploitation; upon their return they found themselves powerless, stripped of capital and ownership which they hadn't the time to gain, fleeced even as the parades saluted them, and before they could even put away their medals they discovered they had to start from scratch as if the war had never happened, while the others rode high on capital and investments the war had allowed them to make.


	(My cousin, Swede, who fought four years up through Africa, Sicily, Italy and across Europe, came home to Higgins, Illinois, to his wife and three children, and found he had accomplished nothing for himself; it was almost like coming home defeated.  He needed land, but an acre which was valued at $500 in 1941 was worth $2500 in 1946.  Working in a gas station and tending bar at night he saved $2500 in one year, but by this time the chunk of land he wanted had gone up in price to $3000, so he had to work three more months before he could buy the land and build his house on mortgage.  Still, when he was finished he had only his house and a job at the gas station, and-including the war-six years had gone by.  The man who owned the gas station had graduated with Swede from Higgins High in 1940, but staying in the town as a 4-F he now owned not only the station, but an oil distribution business and a 300-acre subdivision starting at the edge of town on a farm he had bought for $400 an acre when the old folks went bankrupt and couldn't pay a note.  Oscar was a generous man, and he took Swede into his business, for a price of course.  From 1947 through 1957, Swede paid $2000 a year from his salary to buy stock in the gas station and oil business, ending up a half-partner; however, in order to do this he had to work there steadily for a decade at the modest salary Oscar paid, and also manage the business.  Swede, a tireless two-hundred pounder, who is always smiling, has doubled the worth of the business and is continuing to raise it in value, while Oscar has withdrawn physically from the premises and no longer has to work, but has an apartment in Chicago and a house in Bermuda.  While Swede runs the oil business and fills Oscar's pocket with half the profits, another vet does the same with the subdivision, now containing 2500 units and still steadily growing as it annexes farms on all sides.  Swede once told me, sitting on Betty's new furniture in the living room of the same house he built in 1947 that Oscar is now worth roughly three-quarters of a million dollars, with investments in a dozen different industries.  "And he deserves it, too," said Betty.  "He's been mighty good to us." Swede, as I remember, nodded his head vigorously.)


