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~hey weren't boor cut, or spiked leg, or 501. They weren't stone washed, or acid 
bleached, or ice black. They weren't Guess, or Zena, or Jordache. They were just 
blue jeans-old, worn Levi's. 

My ten-year-old brother wore blue jeans. I wore slacks. In summer, cotton pas­
tel pants with embroidered bunnies or ducks. In winter, grey corduroys wich girl­
pink flannel lining. I wanted to wear blue jeans. 

As a five-year-old I didn't understand che difference between cause and coinci­
dence. My brother's jeans meant he could wander his two-wheel bike blocks from 
home after school; he could, with a crew ofblue-jeancd boys, build a tree house in 
the oak in the vacant lot next door; he could carry a BB gun all the way to the ccn1e­
tery to shoot at squirrels. I had to be content triking my embroidered bunnies up 
and down the driveway; I had co settle for building domino houses on the living 
room ffoor; I could shoot only caps at imaginary black-hatted cowboys in the base­
ment. I wanted to wear blue jeans. 

But little girls in my 1950 world didn't wear blue jeans. Big girls didn't wear 
them either. Big girls didn't even wear pastel cotton slacks or winter corduroys. Ar 
lease my mother, the big girl I knew best, didn't. When the family gathered for 
breakfast, seven days a week sharp at 7:30, Mom was already in uniform, a shire­
waist dress garnished with a colored, beaded necklace char marched dip-on ear­
rings. By the l 960s June Cleaver may have been an anachronism, but in rhe early 
l 950s she lived at my house. 

Mothers stayed home. Unlike dads, mothers didn't work. Mothers made the 
beds, cooked the meals, cleaned the house, baked rhe cookies, mended che garden, 
canned the vegetables, squeezed the clothes through the wringer-washer. hung 
washed clothes co dry on lines strung through the basement, ironed everything­
including sheecs and towels-scrubbed the floors while kneeling on pink rubber 
pads, walked seven blocks pulling an empty Red-flyer wagon to buy groceries, 
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struggled seven blocks home with a week's worth of carefully budgeted suppl' 
and picked out the clothes their children would wear. My brother got blue jea'~:, 
l got embroidered bunnies. • 

Then, in 1953, my world changed. Elvis took us all to Heartbreak Hotel; Eisen­
hower brought us home from Korea; and my mother went to work. The hardwar 
store Dad bought pulled Mom from the home to the business. Her transition fro; 
the breadbaker to a breadwinner taught my mother that women, big or little 
didn't have to wear embroidered bunnies anymore. ' 

The change was more evolutionary than revolutionary. She still wore the house­
wife uniform-but now she wore it to work. She still did the laundry, but now with 
an automatic washing machine and electric dryer. We still ate breakfast together at 
7:30, but now cereal and milk replaced eggs and bacon. The ironing went out every 
Tuesday night to a house on the hill behind the railroad tracks and came back folded 
every Wednesday evening. And as a businesswoman, my mother discovered chat 
sometimes function was more important than fashion, at least for little girls. 

Those old, worn Levi's of my brother's met the expectations of the advertise­
ments. They survived an entire season of his hard wear and, unlike most of his 
clothes, were outgrown before worn out. And as mother used to say about anything 
that might be salvaged for use, "These old pants still have a little life left in chem." 

Not only did they have some life left in them, but they were going to give that 
life to me. A year earlier they would have been boxed with other we-don't-want­
them-anymore clothes for the "naked children" of some foreign country I'd never 
heard of or, if the postage wasn't too expensive, shipped off to my poor cousins in 
South Dakota. With her newfound economic acumen and with her slowly evolving 
awareness of a woman's place, my mother looked at those blue jeans differently than 
she would have the year before. Maybe she looked at me a little differently, too. 

10 "Marilyn, come here," she called from my brother's room. That in itself tripped 
anticipation. Now chat Bob was approaching adolescence, his room held the mys­
tery earned of secrecy. The door to his room was open; my mother leaned over the 
bed folding and sorting boy-cloches. Shires in one stack, pants in another, worn to 
see-through-thin garments in still a third pile. But smoothed out full length along 
the edge of Bob's bed were a pair of old, worn Levi's. 

"Here, try these on." She held them up against my seven-year-old middle. "I 
think these will fit you if you roll up the legs." 

And fit they did, more like a gunnysack than a glove, but they were blue jeans 
and they were my brother's-and they were now mine. Cinched tightly with an 
Indian-beaded belt scrounged from my brother's dresser, the chamois-soft denim 
bunched in unplanned pleats at my waist. No more sissy elastic for me. Triple-roll 
cuffs still scuffed the ground by my shoe heels when I walked-my excuse for the 
swaggering steps those Levi's induced. After a time sidewalk burns frayed the bot­
tom edge, finally denoting my singular ownership. Metal rivets marked the pockets 
and seam overlaps. Gone were the telltale girl-white overstitching outlines. And 
those pockets. Real pockets. Noc chat patch pocket pretend stuff of girl-panes, but 
deep inside pockets of white, soft, gather-in-my-first material that could be pulled 
inside our in search of the disappeared dime. 
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f\yt chose Levi.'f' marked moct! than my move from litrl~-g,d cloth~$ to b•~~ 
brothc-r dothe5. Indeed. lhey were lhe only hand•mc-dowru <:VCJ handed dl)Wt1. 

lnste~td, those old r-J.ll)' pants marlc.cd my move ro freedom, freed-0.m fron1 dl(' con• 

w:nrionaJ giri-nufT my 0101,her h~d so arcfully fonered onJy one year earLicr. Maybe 
my mor hc:-r-..--who ww, learning the difference b~twecn roofing nail5 anJ w~ 
s,a'C'WS,. who wa.-i IC3rning co tnJX paint in the vise-gripping slulkc-machint' bolccd co 

rht floor in the back room of the hardware SLore, who would lac.er ccich me to cur 
glnss. makt: keys. and dean Surge milk pusnp<-.rs-wanted me to know what sb.c­
w..u learning abouc women's work and •~•i; work. I don't know. I JUSt know that 

those Levi's-old, worn, with a diffkult-to-manage bunon Ay-meanr rhe world 
to met at least rhc limited world offered by my neighborhood. 

Th<' ncX-t summer I got my fir!it two-wheeled bike, a fuJl.~au, blue, fat-tire 
Schwinn off th~ store's 6howroom floor, le was mother who convina-d Dad that 1 
didn't nc<'d train.iog wheels ... lf you wane her to learn to ride, put her on it and lf't 
her ride.'' Oh, I dented the fenders some chat summer and suffered some scars from 
rhc incs~pabl<" rip-overs. but I learned to ride as well as the boys. And by the end 

of the swnmcr, Mom W3S packing peanuc butter sandwiches for me ro take on fish­
ing expeditions down ac the Chippewa River below chc railroad trestle. 

1~ Along with the cradjcional dolts and play cookware, Christmas Eve brought 
chemistry kits and carpenter cools. Even my brother- acknowledged my newfound 
worldliness. Better than any gift were the afrcr-school hours spenc helping him 
rebuild an old auto engine in the basement. I didn't do much> bur watching hjm work 
and ocaisionally fetching wrenches caught me where pistons went and what they did, 
and thac my big brother d.idn•r n1ind having me around. 

By junior high, I had my own .22. 01:ir family Sundays in the fall found chree 

ofu.s in the woods searching for squirrel. My brother elected co hunt a more d~n­
gc.-rous game, senior high school girls. Dad wore d1at goofy brown billed hat with 
coJd-wearher earflaps; I wore wool side-upping slacks from the juniors department 
at Daytons, topped by a crew-neck marching sweater-style in a seventh-grade gir1 
matte~ ("\'Cn in the woods; l\.iom wore a turtleneck undc:.r one of Dad's wool shirt­
jacs pulled ouc co hang over her blue je211s-old, worn uvi's. 
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