A Penny’s Worth

T

By Josephine Early Rob

oday few people would
stoop to pick up a penny.
However, many years
ago, I learned the value of that
lowly coin the hard way.
It was Saturday, a day
we young people eagerly had
awaited. We were going to the
matinee at the theater some three
miles away. This had become a
weekly summertime treat for
us, and we had worked hard
to earn the 11-cent admission: 10 cents admission
plus a penny tax. The theater
didn’t sell popcorn or candy,
which was just as well, as we
couldn’t have afforded it.
During the Depression years,
money was quite scarce, so picking berries was our main source
of revenue. We picked blackberries in July and blueberries—or
huckleberries, as we called
them—in August and sold them
door-to-door in the closest small
Pennsylvania towns of Karns
City and Petrolia. We sold the
blackberries for 10 cents a quart
and the blueberries for 25 cents
a quart. (When I recently priced
the berries in the local supermarket, they were selling blackberries for $2.99 a pint and blueberries for $3.99 a pint!) It was a
mile walk to Karns City and two
miles to Petrolia, so picking berries, walking to the towns, selling the berries door-to-door, and
then walking back home was
quite a lot of work and walking!
Anyway, on this special
afternoon, my sister Margie, my
nieces Mona and Doris and my

nephew Arnold and I set forth on
the three-mile trek to the small
town of Chicora. As usual, other
friends joined us along the way.
We didn’t always go with
the same crowd; only those who
could obtain the price of admission would come along. Our
closest neighbors, the Bortmas
boys, Cecil and Clarence, lived

One by one, they gave
back their tickets and
sadly, we trouped out
of the theater.
about half a mile from us;
they never failed to go with
us. Clarence went by the nickname “Fats,” even though he
wasn’t. Cecil later married my
sister Margie, so perhaps he
was interested in more than just
the movies.
The distance was of no
concern to us; we had walked
it many times. In fact, walking
was almost our only mode of
transportation. My older brother,
Perry, had a car, but he only
used it sparingly, to get back and
forth to work.
Like his father and older
brothers, Perry was a miner, having quit school and entered the
mines at age 15. He was ﬁred
when the coal company found
out his true age, but he was
hired again as soon as he turned
16. Though only ﬁve years older
than me and still a teenager,
Perry was already a working

man who owed his soul to the
company store, so he had neither
the money nor the energy to join
us on our trips to the movies.
It was with light hearts that
we headed out that Saturday. The
main road to Chicora, once we
reached it, was paved and made
for easy walking. Luckily for us,
automobiles were infrequent and
slow, as we paid little heed to
the possibility of being run
over by a car. What with the
singing and good-natured banter, the miles ﬂew by.
I doubt that many young
girls owned a purse back in
those days. Our dime and
penny were tied in a corner of
our hanky, put in a pocket or
clutched tightly in our hand. The
boys kept theirs in the pocket
of their overalls along with the
other things that boys always
seemed to carry, such as a scout
knife or a few sticks of chewing
gum to offer the girls. The possibility that I would be careless
with that hard-earned money
simply never occurred to me.
We soon arrived at the
theater, expecting shortly to
be watching Buck Jones, Ken
Maynard or the long-running
serial The Three Mesquiteers.
The smiling young ticket agent
waited patiently while each of
us went forward with our admission fee.
Being older, I was last in
line; I felt it was my duty to
allow the younger ones to go
ﬁrst. Now it was my turn, and
I untied the knotted end of my
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hanky, only to discover that a
lone dime reposed in the fold.
How could I, who had time and
again warned the rest to be sure
they had their money with them,
be the one to bring disaster on
our group? For that is what it
proved to be.
We searched frantically
everywhere, but no small copper coin could be found. I stood
there, near tears, unable to cope
with the situation. The others,
clutching their precious tickets,
had gone eagerly ahead, but
sensing that I hadn’t moved
with them, halted to learn the
cause. One look at my expression told them that this was serious. We huddled at the theater
entrance to ponder the matter
and seek a solution.
Cecil said that his family
knew a family in town and that
they might give us a penny. No
one, however, had the courage
to act on that suggestion.
Our code was one for all and
all for one, but as they gazed
at me in my humiliation, the
disgust on their faces made me
realize all too well that loyalty
could be pushed to the limit.
We had to go home. One
by one, they gave back their
tickets. Sadly, we trooped out
of the theater and started up
the long Chicora hill, homeward bound.
To be sure, the others
ignored me the whole way
home. The day came when
I again became a part of the
group, but from then on, I
made certain that an extra cent
was tucked deeply in my pocket. I had truly learned the value
of a penny. ❖
❖❖❖
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