PRESENCE OF MIND

SWINGING 60s?

THE FIRST BABY BOOMER LOOKS BACK—
AND FORWARD—ON THE EVE OF A MILESTONE BY LANDON Y. JONES

N THE FIRST MOMENTS of Janu-

ary 1, 1946, a seven-pound five-

ounce girl was born at St. Agnes

Hospital in Philadelphia. The doc-
tors recorded her name as Kathleen
Casey and said she had arrived just one
second after midnight. That made
Kathleen, the daughter of a Navy ma-
chinist’s mate and his homemaker wife,
the hospital’s first baby of the year. The
next day the Philadelphia Inquirer ran its
customary breezy item about the New
Year’s Day births (“3 New Babies All
Doing Well”), with Kathleen listed as
the first arrival of 1946.

Thus was born a demographic rev-
olution. Over the following months,
babies began filling maternity wards
across the country. Live births in the
United States surged from 222,721 in
January 1946 to 233,452 that May—
which, not coincidentally, was just nine
months after the end of World War I1.
That October, an astonishing 339,499
babies were born. At a time when al-
most no one expected it—birthrates
had been falling for most of the previ-
ous two decades, and the Census Bu-
reau had predicted that the American
population would soon begin to de-
cline—the great postwar baby boom
had begun in a torrent of diapers, dish-
es and debts.

By the time the 1940s ended, some
32 million babies had been born, com-
pared with 24 million in the 1930s. The
overall American population was grow-
ing twice as fast as before the war, and
the rate of increase was the greatest
since the first decade of the 20th cen-
tury. By 1953, the U.S. population had
added more people in the previous 7
years than in the 15 years before the
baby boom, and hit 160 million. In
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1954, annual births passed four million
for the first time, and they didn’t drop
below that mark until 1965. By then,
four of every ten Americans were
under the age of 20.

Suddenly an aging nation had be-
come young. The 76 million baby
boomers born between 1946 and 1964
constituted a boisterous, bumptious
new nation within the old. Fifty percent
larger than the generation before it (and
15 percent larger than the one after it),
the baby boomers became the indi-
gestible pig in the python, as demogra-
phers describe it, occasioning upheaval

Kathleen Casey-Kirschling (with
husband, Patrick, on their aptly named
trawler) says life has been “a great ride.”

and discomfort as they passed through
every stage of life. In just a few years,
America shifted to a new landscape
(suburban), a new living room (TV-dom-
inant) and a new soundtrack (rock 'n’
roll) —and that was even before most
boomers were old enough to go to col-
lege and get a job (which boomer
women did in unprecedented numbers).

Which brings us back to Kathleen
Casey, the little girl born in the first
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“Pretty, peppy and can talk her way out of
any situation,” her 1964 yearbook said.

seconds of the first day of 1946. On Jan-
uary 1, 2006, she’ll turn 60, once again
on the cusp of the clamorous cohort be-
hind her. It’s one thing to track the
course of a generation, but quite anoth-
er to track the life of an individual.

I've kept in touch with Kathy occa-
sionally since I first wrote about her
birth in my book Great Expectations:
America and the Baby Boom Generation
(1980), which popularized the phrase
“baby boomer.” Like most writers, I
wanted a way to put a human face on a
social phenomenon—and who could be
more appropriate than this veteran’s
daughter born one second after mid-
night? To be sure, given the vagaries of
maternity-ward record-keeping, other
early-arriving boomers might also claim
the distinction of First Boomer. But
Kathy had been publicly recognized as
born in the first moments of the post-
war era, and that was good enough for
me. She was my ur-boomer,

“HELLO?” A child’s voice answered
the phone. I had just called the resi-
dence of Kathleen Casey-Kirschling in
a New Jersey suburb of Philadelphia.
The voice belonged to one of Kathy’s
five grandchildren, all of whom the
First Boomer was babysitting that day.
Soon Kathy herself was on the line,
bringing me up to date on her life (“a
great ride”). Later, when I met with
her, she had not changed much from
the vivacious, optimistic woman
whose 1964 high-school yearbook de-
scribed as “pretty, peppy and can talk
her way out of any situation.”

She was raised by Irish Catholic par-
ents in the working-class suburb of
Pennsauken, New Jersey. There, she
was a self-described “tomboy, a typical
’sos kid” who walked to her parochial
school and “never locked the door at
home.” Like other children of the cold
war, she went through A-bomb drills at
school. “They were very scary, and the
nuns made it scarier,” she said. “They
would line us up in the halls, facing the
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wall with our arms over our heads. We
never knew why we were doing it.”
When “The Mickey Mouse Club”
went on television 50 years ago, Kathy
became “obsessed” with Annette Funi-
cello. Later, she poufed her hair into a
bubble and with her girlfriends took the
bus straight from school into Philadel-
phia to dance on Dick Clark’s “Ameri-
can Bandstand” with Justine and Kenny
and the other regulars on the show. “We

The ur-boomer at age 9, in 1955: after
diapers, before “American Bandstand.”

were so excited to be on television,” she
recalls. “During the week we would
practice our dance moves holding on to
doorknobs instead of boys.”

Like most boomers, Kathy sees her-
self as a unique individual and not a
data point. But when she runs the film
of her life in reverse, she can see that
many decisions she made about career
and family fell within the gravitation-
al pull of the issues and dilemmas of
her generation.

After graduating from Camden
Catholic High School, she took a job as
an X-ray technician. Kathy’s mother
had not gone to college but one of
Kathy’s grandmothers had, and “she
had always told me that I could do
whatever [ wanted to do,” she says. “My
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friends and I were all in the college-
prep curriculum in high school. But
there was always that unspoken mes-
sage that what we were really supposed
to do was to get married.” At work she
met a medical intern named Charles
Wilkins, and married him in 1966,
when she was just 20 years old.

One month after the wedding,
Charles shipped off to Vietnam’s Cen-
tral Highlands as the only doctor in an
Army battalion of 500 men. “It was an
awful time,” Kathy says. “All my friends
were opposed to the war, and I was op-
posed to it. But here I had a husband
who was in it.” She felt uncomfortable
about the antiwar protests and drug
use swirling around her in the 1960s
(“My best friend burned her bra and
smoked pot, but I didn’t”), but she
could not avoid the disruptions of the
time. She still remembers sadly watch-
ing the train bearing the casket of the
assassinated Robert F. Kennedy pass
through the Army’s Aberdeen Proving
Ground in Maryland in 1968.

After her husband returned from
Vietnam in 1967, they had two daugh-
ters, Beth and Jen, born in 1968 and
1970. But Kathy was looking for
more: “I decided I wanted to do
something on my own and not be be-
holden to any man,” she says. “I want-
ed to be more independent from men
than my mother ever could have been.
My friends and I felt that we were
equal to men in every respect.”

Kathy started going to night
school at a community college and
eventually earned a master’s degree in
health education at St. Joseph’s Uni-
versity in Philadelphia. “It was very
hard,” she says. “My husband was in
his residency, and I virtually raised my
children by myself. I not only drove
them to softball, I was their softball
coach. And after they went to bed I
would start to study.”

Along the way, she acquired two
boomers’ badges—a BMW and a di-
vorce. Kathy had been trained to be-
lieve that ending a marriage would be
“worse than death,” but by the time her
marriage fell apart, in 1985, divorce had
become commonplace. One in five
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“There was just
too much stress
and politics, and
I wanted more

flexibility . . . ”

American women in Kathy’s age group
has divorced at least once.

The combination of divorce, career
and several failed pregnancies limited
her childbearing to two daughters —
typical of her generation but fewer
than her own mother’s three children,
which was typical for her generation.
(The baby boom resulted not from an
increase in large families but from an
increase in the percentage of women
who married, almost all of whom had
two or three children.) Kathy says she
is comfortable with a family smaller
than she had hoped: “I always say that
God gives you what you can handle.”

SHE LIVES TODAY with her second
husband, Patrick Kirschling, a market-
ing professor, in Cherry Hill, New Jer-
sey, not far from her childhood home.
In early 2005, Kathy retired after 13
years of teaching nutrition in the pub-
lic schools. “There was just too much
stress and politics, and I wanted more
flexibility to do things that are impor-
tant to me,” she says.

Kathy and Patrick recently caught
the early ripples of another wave gen-
erated by the aging baby boomers:
real estate. Having pulled their money
out of the stock market before the
dot-com collapse, they had something
to invest. “I kept thinking that the

EEE-EEEEEE, SIZES 5-15

FREE catalog
200 styles
High quality

HITCHCOCK SHOES, INC.
Dept. 21A Hingham, MA 02043
1-800-992-WIDE ~ www.wideshoes.com

Over 1,500 Pirate
Treasures!

lHl" FAMOUS v
Stave Jigsaw Puzzles ¢ -

Since 1974, crafting the finest li:l. Ao U9

handcut wooden }_lgsaw puzzles. . {i 2 7
§95 - $4000. Free catalog. Dy ©

www.stave.com 802-295-5200 ( 5 s
Stave Puzzles, Norwich, Vermont % .

Purveyor of the World's Finest Teas

1-800-234-8327 over 53 \okieties 5t

www.uptontea.com  garden-fresh, loose tea

34 A Hayden Rowe St.#Hopkinton, MA 01748

| COUNTRY WALKE

RS
e 2, ol
// NS AL LAEC L SOVECL

Small group walking tours and active itineraries

FREE catalog + 800.464. www.countrywalkers.com |
N E X 5 ) PANY

A Grano Exr Compa

AUTHORS WANTED

:::'gul Explore out~o(f-rhe~ovdina');l(n:fsnca fro'r_'n thcc:n:vn’\‘nre baby boomers were rctiring and

amas perspective of our personable Jg eet. Go where ¥ . . . )
Belize the big ships can not. BYOB and casual. Glass-bottom would move to Florida,” she says, “so Leading subsidy book publisher seeks manuscripts.
fanama  boat and snorkel gear. Only 100 guests. As seen on % Fiction, non-fiction, poetry, juvenile, religious, etc. New

then I said, ‘Let’s go for it!"” To a va-
cation property they owned on Mary-

it, Maarten Public Television, Great cameraderie. Family-operated
Yirgin Islands for 40 years. It's like cruising on your friend’s yacht!*

800-556-7450 www.acclsmallships.com

authors welcomed. For free 32-page illustrated
guide-book TD-72 call 1-800-821-3990 or write to
Vantage Press, 419 Park Ave S., New York, NY 10016

AMERICAN CANADIAN CARIBBEAN LINE

land’s Eastern Shore, they added an
investment property in Vero Beach,
Florida. At the same time, they sold
their colonial house in Cherry Hill
and moved into a condo. Kathy has
traded her BMW for a Subaru station
wagon. “I'm getting rid of stuff now,”
she says with a shrug.
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Bath Road.

Over the years, Kathy has found
herself comparing her life to her
peers’—and feeling good about the
choices she made. At her 4oth high-
school class reunion, in 2004, she
looked around and saw “a lot of very
successful people—lawyers, doctors,
some millionaires —who are also start-
ing to enjoy life and take the stress off
themselves. We had just one African-
American girl in our class. She was
there at the reunion and stood up and
said, Are we the best, or what!"”

Kathy says she feels more political-
ly liberal and more tolerant now than
she did earlier in life, and she is unhap-
py about the current war. “What I
don’t get is all the people who went
from Woodstock to saying that it’s OK
to go to war in Iraq,” she says.

She is spending more time baby-sit-
ting her grandchildren, all of whom
live within a 20-minute drive. Like
many boomers, Kathy continues to
feel a restless need to make a larger
contribution to the world around her.
“I’m not going to just relax and be
brain-dead,” she says. She worked with
the Salvation Army after the Missis-
sippi River floods in 1993 and spent
two weeks last fall in Baton Rouge
working with the Red Cross relief ef-
forts after Hurricane Katrina. “It was
an unbelievable experience,” she says.
“We were training hundreds of people
to work as supervisors in the shelters.”
Why did she do it? “I really feel that
we baby boomers need to give back,”
she says. “That was my way of saying [
can do that.”

A lapsed jogger—“My knees gave
out”—Kathy watches her cholesterol
and tries to walk three or four miles a
day. “My priority is to take care of
Kathy so I can be more productive for
people I care about,” she says. “My
goal is to stay as healthy as I can be-
fore I die.” She and Patrick expect to
spend much of that time on the 42-
foot Grand Banks trawler they keep
on the Chesapeake Bay. Its name?
First Boomer. O
LANDON Y. JONES, the former editor of
People, was born during World War I1.
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