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Fort Thomas, KY – George Lane passed away recently.  He died quickly in his home here following a massive heart attack with no advance warning. His wife, a registered nurse, tried valiantly, but unsuccessfully, to resuscitate him.  George was 83.
A strong case can be made that Mr. Lane’s life was a full expression of America in the 20th century.  He was born on New Year’s Day in 1899 in a shanty up a creek holler in Casey County, Kentucky.  His family was poor – even by local standards.  His formal education ended at the third grade (as did my own father who was born in a different part of Kentucky one year earlier) and he started working on a farm for 50 cents a week to help to support his parent’s family.  He was 9 years old.
Upon learning of dramatically higher wages in the industrialized north of the U.S., George left the mountains of Kentucky at age 16 and hitch-hiked to Alma, Michigan.  There he found a job in a new Reo truck factory.  He could not believe his new-found wealth.  With wages of $6 a week, he was able to pay room and board, experience a new level of social activity, and still send home 4 times as much money as he was making on farms back in Casey County.

When the U.S. entered the “Great War” in 1917, George was quick to enlist in the Army.   He soon found himself on a ship in a convoy enroute to the battlefields of France and Germany. In later years he would enjoy recalling memories of the convoy being attacked by German torpedoes.  The ship in front of his was sunk.  For the last 4 days of the passage across the Atlantic, the only available food for the soldiers aboard was peanut butter.  In Europe, George was neither wounded nor highly decorated.  He was simply a young American fighting to stay alive in the horrors of mud and trench warfare.  But he was “over there” (as the popular song lyrics of the time glorified), and his presence there played a small, but important role in the resulting American affluence of the 1920’s.
Following the war, George married and began a family.  Four of his wives would die before him – 2 in childbirth.  He fathered 5 children with these women.  From 1924 until he retired in 1963, Mr. Lane worked on various dams on the Ohio River as a civilian employee of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.  Beginning at an entry level job, he learned engineering principles and river savvy to rise to become Lockmaster of Dam 35 at the time of his retirement.

For the last years of his life, George lived in relative affluence and comfort with his fifth wife, my mother, who was a widow.  In spite of his advanced age, he bowled 4 times a week.  As recently as one month before his death, he bowled a game of 223 in a league match.  He owned a late model Chevy and regarded car ownership as a given right of every American.  In my opinion, he was a rather aggressive driver. 
Although George’s affluence was strictly the result of a life of hard labor, he had no discernible ideological commitment to either major political party.  When he did go to the polls, his preference was to “vote for the man.”  He told me that in the 1980 Presidential  election he voted for Ronald Reagan because he liked his position on “welfare cheats.”
George Lane attacked life with a simple vigor.  His perspective was straightforward, with little room for nuance.   He tended to view all matters in either black or white – there generally was no middle-ground.  But his word was far better than any written contract.  He thrived with America during its age of innocence and died a happy man.  Those of us who had the pleasure of knowing him miss him.
I thought you might like to know.
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