Pennies Earned, Pennies Saved

I

By Betty Grafwallner

was brought up during the Depression years,
when it was normal for housewives to turn the
frayed collars on their husband’s dress shirts and
reverse the worn part, then sew the collar back on as
good as new. These days, we just buy a new shirt.
I observed my mother
turn many worn collars for
my father on her foot-treadle
Singer sewing machine.
I attended Walker Junior
High School in Milwaukee,
Wis., back in the 1930s and
lived with my mother and only
sister. Mother had become a
widow at the age of 38, but
she had two daughters to care
for and gradually overcame
the loss of our father.
She was quite resourceful
and worked hard at supplementing her small income.
One time, she decided to
take in a lady boarder. Ruth
was a young single mother with a baby boy, little
Jimmy. Mother was a compassionate person. I
think the baby won her over and she took them
both into our home.
Although Mother needed the extra money, she
felt sorry for the young woman, so she included
three square meals a day and charged only a minimal amount.
One little problem arose, though. We had
intended to use an old double-bed mattress in the
boarder’s room, but Jimmy’s crib left space for
only a twin-size bed.
But my thrifty mother got a pair of tin snips (a
large, wooden-handled version of strong scissors)
and laboriously cut that mattress down to twin size.
Then she sewed up the sides with heavy, strong
thread and a large darning needle. She saved herself the cost of a new mattress, and it worked out
just ﬁne.
We always had good meals, but they featured many penny-saving dishes. I really liked the

large, Idaho baked potatoes with hot, undiluted
Campbell’s chicken gumbo soup, rich and thick,
spooned over their ﬂuffy, split tops.
Each Sunday morning, my sister and I eagerly
waited for the newspaper to be delivered. We wanted
to see what the Luick Sealtest
ice-cream special ﬂavor of
the week would be. There
was always an ad in the paper
on Sunday morning, and we
always purchased one pint of
ice cream to enjoy with our
Sunday-evening meal. We
enjoyed Neapolitan (chocolate, vanilla and strawberry),
butter pecan and, my favorite, macaroon, among many
others, including chocolate
or strawberry ripple, chocolate chip, and a creamy, rich
custard called New York.
During the week, we ate
our meals in the kitchen.
But Sunday supper was served in our dining
room. My mother would carefully slice the pint
brick of ice cream into four equal portions for
Sunday evening’s dessert. That one slice would
not satisfy people these days, especially when the
neighborhood frozen-custard stand sells cones
with six scoops of the custard rising high atop the
wafﬂe cones.
My mother also worked part time at a small
neighborhood store called Roxie’s Dress Shop. She
walked to the store three times a week to save bus
fare, but she always was home before we got back
from school. Even though we were in junior high,
it was important to Mother and to us also that she
was home to greet us each day.
Mother put her loose change in an empty, red
Calumet baking powder can. After my sister and I
were married, she would admonish us that we would
do well to start a baking powder bank of our own.
She reminded us that these little savings really added
up in a year’s time. And they certainly did.
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All thrifty homemakers of that era saved pennies by canning their own fruits and vegetables.
Each summer, Mother purchased crates of Bartlett
pears, tomatoes, pickles and Mountain Lion freestone peaches. I can still see the crate of peaches on
our kitchen table; the label had a picture of the head
of a mountain lion with a large peach between his
fangs. (I never knew carnivorous wild animals liked
freestone peaches.)
I loved the “champagne pears,” as Mother
called them. She put a bit of maraschino cherry
juice in the pear juice, which gave a pink blush to
their cheeks.
And the dill pickles—they were so crisp and
pungent. It was great to bite into a whole dill
pickle. Now I see them sold for a dollar apiece at

the concession counter of our local movie theater,
along with popcorn and soda.
Not only were home preserves cheaper than
store-bought canned goods, but they were so much
tastier and more convenient to bring up from the
basement fruit cellar during the winter months.
To this day, I am a coupon clipper of grocery
and sundry items. I always take advantage of the
5-percent senior discount at our supermarket, plus
the added excitement of the two days when they
double coupons.
These little savings do add up in a year’s time,
as Mother taught us. Maybe there will be enough
to buy a special little luxury. And it does make
one feel virtuous, watching those pennies turn into
dollars. ❖
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