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A Milwaukee street scene, ca. 1930.




The treasures of
childhood could be found
at Milwankee’s Toy
Loan Centers. Children

discovered longed-for
WHS Museum, 1985.121.6 WHS Museum  skates, sports equipment,
1970.29.9 games, and dolls, like the
1988.236.18 ones pictured at left.
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crowd of eager children, about fifty boys

and girls, milled about the corner of Mil-

waukee Street and Michigan Avenue early

on an April morning in 1938. The young
residents of this downtown neighborhood had begun to
arrive at the still-closed doors of the city’s newest center, a
place just for them, a place that held on its shelves the very
thing that they wished for: toys. Posters had recently
appeared near their schools and in the local shop win-
dows stating that here on this corner, on this day, April
11, at 8:00 AM, children could enter into this center and
emerge with a doll, a game, a baseball mitt, or other bor-
rowed treasure. And they were treasured, for the hardship
of the Great Depression had robbed
many children of the joys of playing
with even a single toy. When the
doors finally opened, excited boys
and girls rushed in and dolls, trains,
toy trucks, and a host of games greet-
ed them. After they had thoroughly
investigated all the center’s shelves,
kids checked out their selections. “Really, truly, it
sews,” one little girl commented on a toy sewing
machine, “now I can make my doll some
clothes!” In the center’s first three weeks, 639

children borrowed toys. !

Children’s court officials,
meanwhile, thought
play could help combat

the youth crime wave.

ters as positive influences on kids. As the Great Depression
took root, however, jobs for youth became almost impossible
to find, and juvenile delinquency rose dramatically. Juvenile
crime rates more than doubled in the United States during
the 1930s, and a 1936 study on crime in nine middle-sized
northern cities found that Milwaukee had the highest inci-
dences of juvenile delinquency. The following year youth
crime in the city doubled.?

But it was not the 1936 study or the statistics from 1937 that
planted the seeds for the toy loan program. It was fear—fear of
what children would do with their idle hands if they had no
toys to fill them. This fear was not based on statistics but on
nine days in the autumn of 1935, and the crime spree that two
Milwaukee boys went on before they met a grisly end.

A bomb blast rocked the usually quiet village of Shore-
wood on the night of Saturday, October 26, 1935. The explo-
sion ripped through the suburban Milwaukee neighborhood,
blowing a large hole in the village hall,

breaking windows, and rattling walls of
arca homes. While police and fire
trucks raced to the scene, the two
bombers escaped into the fall night.
Nineteen-year-old “Idz1”
Rutkowski and sixteen-year-old Paul
“Shrimp” Chovonec had graduated
teenage

Isador

from petty thieves to
bombers.3

The following night, Idzi and
Shrimp bombed two branches of the
First Wisconsin National Bank. The attacks threw
the city into a state of panic. Police officials sta-
tioned guards at all banks and public buildings,
stepped-up patrols in the city, and called in the FBI
to aid in the investigation. Despite these efforts,
Idzi and Shrimp struck again on Halloween night.

The significant response to this first Toy Loan
Center, and to the others that appeared in its wake,
reflected the stresses that many families endured
during those years of financial hardship. It was not
surprising to find such a program in Milwaukee, a
community that had provided programs geared to
children and family needs for over two decades. A
toy loan program specifically for children had hard-
ly seemed necessary only eight years earlier, when in
1930, a Milwaukee Sentinel editorial praised the
city for its low juvenile crime rates. The editorial
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This Radio Line scooter,
cousin to the Radio Flyer
wagon, is similar to the
ones loaned in
Milwaukee during the toy
loan program’s first two
decades. Scooters became
less popular over time,
until their resurgence in
the last few years.

In an act of defiance, they bombed two police
precinct stations, spreading a new wave of fear
through the city. The bombing campaign came to
an end on November 3. The two boys had met at
Idzi’s garage, apparently to create a more sophisti-
cated and powerful bomb, when something went
terribly wrong. The bomb detonated. The blast
leveled the Rutkowski garage, literally blowing Idzi
and Shrimp to pieces. It also ripped the walls off
the neighboring Malnarek home. When the house
came crashing down, nine-year-old Patricia
Malnarek lay dead, buried beneath the rubble.*

explained that Milwaukee’s wholesome environment prevent-
ed its young from going down the path of delinquency and
crime. The city, the Sentinel proclaimed, furnished children
with the “right methods of spending leisure time,” and the
paper pointed to the city’s parks, playgrounds, and social cen-

Idzi and Shrimp’s horrific crimes were just the beginning of
a youth crime wave in Milwaukee. As the Great Depression
deepened, youth crime jumped dramatically and community
leaders searched for solutions to the crisis. One approach was
to open Toy Loan Centers throughout the city. These centers
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Milwaukee’s city hall called citywide attention to the toy loan program and to one of the many toy drives
that took place over decades as the program continued into the 1970s.

lent children a variety of playthings in
hopes of keeping them out of trouble.
The city’s children created a complex
relationship with the Toy Loan Cen-
ters. They received recognition for bor-
rowing toys, games, and sports
equipment and in return took owner-
ship of the toy libraries, aiding staff
members. As the Great Depression
came to an end, the community’s adults
began to debate the program’s effective-
ness and cost. This disagreement led to
an unsuccessful attempt to close the
program in 1943.

ith youth crime on the rise

and horrific crimes being

committed by youths, like
Idzi and Shrimp, juvenile justice offi-
cials continued their search for the root
of the problem. The 1935 Blue Book
describes juvenile delinquency in Wis-
consin as being dealt with in regular
courts by a judge designated annually
by his peers to serve as a juvenile judge
with “jurisdiction in all cases involving
dependent and neglected children and
delinquent children under eighteen
years of age.” Idzi, had he lived to pay
for his crimes, would have been tried as
an adult; Shrimp would have been con-
sidered a juvenile. Two major theories
on the causes of juvenile delinquency
existed: psychology versus sociology.
The first accepted the problem as psy-
chological in origin. This theory traced
its roots to a juvenile delinquency study
conducted by Wiliam Healy, a noted
child psychologist. He used psychologi-
cal tests, medical histories, and family
backgrounds in an attempt to deter-
mine the motivation of youth criminals.
While unable to provide any specific
causes, his emphasis on psychology
advanced the idea that a child’s mental
development was the key factor in
determining delinquency. If children
were given the proper mental guidance,
reasoned juvenile justice experts, youth
crime could be prevented. This helped
promote child guidance clinics across
the nation. These clinics, which became
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prevalent in the 1920s and 1930s, were grounded in the theo-
ry that juvenile delinquency was a mental defect that could be
cured through psychoanalysis. By 1931, there were 232 child
guidance clinics in twenty-three cities.”?

The competing theory accepted juvenile delinquency as a
social problem. Sociologists at University of Chicago exam-
ined the environmental basis of youth crime. They believed
juvenile delinquency was not a moral failure or a psychologi-
cal maladjustment, but rather a reasonable reaction to a
child’s surroundings. They argued that
urban decay, deteriorating neighbor-
hoods, and family troubles devastated
children. Kids raised in such environ-
ments saw criminals as their role mod-
els and
juvenile street gangs. This environment
created juvenile delinquents. These
sociologists believed the problem need-
ed to be addressed at the neighborhood
level and programs should be created

sought

recognition from

to redirect the activities of delinquent
and potentially delinquent children.6

Milwaukee juvenile justice experts
saw validity in both ideas. In a 1935
study of youth crime in Milwaukee County, Dr. Gilbert J.
Rich pointed to both environmental and psychological
aspects of juvenile delinquency. While Rich could not isolate
the source of juvenile crime, he did point to three factors that
made children most susceptible to becoming delinquent.
First, kids who lived in poor neighborhoods were the most
likely to commit crimes. Children from broken homes were
also likely to have run-ins with the law. Intelligence was the
final factor. Rich argued that kids with low IQ’s, whom he
labeled “dull children,” were more likely to break the law
than kids of average or high intelligence. In a 1938 report to
the Milwaukee Metropolitan Crime Committee, Earl C. Kel-
ley agreed with Rich’s assessment, but further developed the
connection between the environmental and mental factors.
Kelley argued that “starved environments, starved economi-
cally, socially, morally, and culturally, breeds dullness.” He
went on to explain that “dull children,” raised in such a
starved environment, desire recognition and will do anything
necessary to get it, including violating the law.”

To address the problem of youth crime, Milwaukee leaders
had developed a sound juvenile crime-fighting apparatus. The
children’s court and probation department were established to
punish and to rehabilitate youth perpetrators. Civic leaders
also enacted preventative measures. To prevent economic
starvation, Milwaukee officials supported the creation of
numerous private and public welfare organizations such as the
Catholic Social Welfare Society and the Milwaukee County
Department of Outdoor Relief. The Boy and Girl Scouts,

_WHSMuseum 1950.7709

Even the youngest child
could enjoy a simple yo-yo.

Goodwill Community Center, churches, and various religious
and ethnic centers helped combat cultural and moral starva-
tion. These agencies worked with approximately thirty thou-
sand children per year during the Great Depression.8

These programs, however, did not prevent Idzi and
Shrimp’s nine-day bombing campaign or a dramatic increase
in youth crime during the 1930s. By 1937 Milwaukee was in
the midst of a “juvenile crime wave.” Youth offenses
increased 34 percent over 1936 and juvenile offenders com-
mitted over half of all car thefts and 71
percent of all burglaries. This dramatic
jump in youth crime demanded action
from the city’s law enforcement offi-
cials. Police Chief Joseph Kluchesky
campaigned for the creation of a crime
prevention bureau within the depart-
ment. The Metropolitan Crime Pre-
vention Committee called for greater
emphasis on child guidance and
improvements in the children’s court.”?

Children’s court officials, mean-
while, thought the simple act of playing
could help combat the youth crime
wave. By the 1930s, play was seen as a
tool to help prevent juvenile delinquency and develop good,
well-adjusted citizens. Child experts argued that play helped
a child develop socially and morally. When a child’s “play
instincts” were “thwarted” or misdirected, a 1932 White
House Conference on Child Welfare concluded, play became
mischief and mischief led directly to delinquency. In fact, Mil-
waukee had long used play to help prevent mischief and com-
bat juvenile crime. Between 1890 and 1920, Milwaukee
leaders worked to create wholesome play opportunities, tap-
ping into the strength of private organizations such as the
Boys Club, Girl Scouts, and Young Men’s Christian Associa-
tions. Milwaukee city and county government created an
extensive parks system, supervised playgrounds, and ran
social centers to help keep kids out of mischief.!?

y the 1930s, using play to prevent juvenile delinquen-

cy was part of Milwaukee’s juvenile justice system, so

it was natural for experts to consider play to combat

the most recent youth crime wave. Children’s court officials

noted that a common factor among juvenile delinquents was

the lack of playthings. They pointed to this absence of toys as a

“chief cause” of youth crime. Crime could be prevented, they

reasoned, if playthings were provided to delinquent and poten-

tially delinquent children. Using the Los Angeles toy loan pro-

gram as a model, Milwaukee officials decided to open toy

libraries in poor neighborhoods where juvenile crime was the
highest.!!

By late 1937 the Toy Loan Project had received $1,500 from
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The “Racing Ship” board game consists of a
board that is a global world map, ca. 1935, with
several “round-the-world routes marked,
and color coordinated with the playing pieces.

the Works Progress Administration to hire staff and open the
first toy library. In December, Helen Lange, a probation officer
with the children’s court, became project supervisor. Lange and
her staff then began a toy donation drive. They placed posters
in schools and community centers asking for playthings. Lange
convinced numerous schools, clubs, and civic organizations to
hold “toy days,” where people brought old toys to their meetings
or school to donate to the project. By March, officials had col-
lected and repaired fifteen hundred playthings.!2

fter the first toy library was up and running, officials
started collecting toys for new centers. Staffers per-
suaded churches, service clubs, and labor unions to
hold toy drives that collected thousands of toys. Many local
businesses donated billboard space and radio and newspaper
advertising. Local department stores donated toys left over
from the 1937 Christmas shopping season and the Milwaukee
Brewers and several movie houses held toy days where a toy
served as the price of admission.!3
With toys coming in, program officials began opening cen-
ters in strategic locations throughout the city. The Italian- and
Polish-dominated east side had Milwaukee’s highest juvenile
crime rate, so a toy library was established at the corner of
Brady Street and Humbolt Boulevard. A toy library was

Helmets like this one from the 1930s were
coveted by boys in the toy loan program.
Although it sports numerous coats of paint,
the original colors are orange and black.

WHS Museum 1985.121.6

Colorful puzzles of popular cartoon characters, like Professor
Oscar Quackenbush and Oscar, were part of the offerings at
Milwankee’s toy loan program.

placed in the Ninth Street Elementary School to reduce youth
crime in the impoverished African-American neighborhood
on the city’s near north side. Kosciuszko Park became home
to a center because Toy Loan officials recognized that the
children of poor and working-class Poles in that south side
neighborhood were at high risk for getting into trouble. Toy
Loan officials also placed centers in industrial suburbs experi-
encing high unemployment. Children in working-class com-
munities like Cudahy and West Allis were also susceptible to
bad influences, officials believed. By the end of the Great
Depression, twenty-one toy libraries were operating in almost
every one of the city’s poor neighborhoods.!*

Children primarily used their neighborhood Toy Loan
Center because it provided them with toys and fun. Pho-
tographs captured their smiling, enthusiastic faces as they
played with borrowed toys. Kids described the centers as
> and “Just grand.” “I like it, gigantic!”
exclaimed one little boy. The sheer number of loans demon-

“swell,” “marvelous,’

strated the hours of joyous play children experienced. Robert
Schoerner checked out ninety toys in one two-and-one-half
month period, and the six-year-old Golos twins, Irene and
Alice, amassed 115 loans during that same period.1?
However, the Golos twins and other children found more
than just toys at the centers; they also found a nurturing envi-
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ronment. Toy Loan clerks took an
active interest in their patrons, not just
as borrowers, but as children. They fre-
quently took troubled children under
their wing. One nine-year-old, nick-
named “Jack Dempsey” for constantly
getting into fights, was a good example.
When the lad first began using his
neighborhood center, he returned his
playthings damaged and broken. How-
ever, through the intervention of the
staff, “Jack” started taking care of his
loans and getting along better with
other children. Another youngster bul-
lied other kids. He even ambushed
neighborhood children outside the toy
library and stole their borrowed play-
things. When the local beat cop caught
the youngster in the act, the officer
appealed to the Toy Loan staff. The
the boy
involved at the center. Through the
boy’s interactions with workers, he not
only improved his behavior, but also
his school marks. Staffers also cared

neighborhood clerk got

enough about their patrons to disci-
pline them. When one little borrower
failed to return a baseball bat, the clerk
sat the boy down and lovingly admon-
ished him, reminding him of the conse-
quences of his actions. 10

Workers even cared enough about
the children to listen to and attempt to
honor their requests for specific toys.
Clerks made a special call for baseball
and softball equipment in 1938, when
the demand for balls, bats, and mitts
continued to outpace the supply. A
year later, staffers made a special plea
When teens com-
plained that there was not enough
recreational equipment, clerks per-
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A page from a toy loan program scrapbook named various groups, like the Girl Scouts, that provided toys;
mentioned several different locations in the Milwaukee area, including West Allis and Cudahy; indicated record
levels of toy borrowing; and attested to the popularity of roller skates in the program’s heydey.

suaded the Milwaukee Teachers Association to sponsor a

drive for golf clubs, tennis rackets, and other sporting goods.!”

Participants also received praise and recognition due to
their involvement with the Toy Loan Project. The newspa-
pers highlighted seven-year-old Edward Carlson for borrow-
ing the most toys in 1939, and crowned Jackie Casanova the
1940 champion. The papers also celebrated children’s clubs
and organizations that donated toys, like the Girl Scouts and
Junior Red Cross. A 1940 article congratulated the ten chil-
dren in the Premke family for being prompt returners and

another article praised the

Cegeiski family for taking good

care of their loans. Children also received praise from Toy
Loan officials. Staffers congratulated children who donated to
the 1939 toy drive by giving each participating school a spe-
cial plaque to display in its trophy case. In 1940 each school
that donated toys received a poster announcing its member-
ship in the “gold star club.”!8

The children involved in their neighborhood toy libraries
felt a sense of responsibility to the program and worked for its
successes. Children in organizations like the Junior Optimists
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Even toy cars needed time in the shop afier being in the hands of so many enthusiastic youngsters.
Adults fixed toys, washed and sewed doll clothes, and provided general maintenance.

and Boy Scouts organized toy drives and gave thousands of
toys to the program. The Junior Red Cross ran the most suc-
cessful drive, netting 16,612 toys. Children also donated toys
through school drives. The 1941 school drive, for example,
was extremely successful, netting over 13,500 toys with the
Hartford school alone contributing almost 2,000 toys. 19

Along with donating toys, kids also helped the program by
donating their time. A group of kids volunteered to put
together recently-contributed puzzles, ensuring that all the
pieces were in the boxes. Several Cudahy senior high school
girls washed, ironed, and repaired doll clothes. Children also
helped staft members by recruiting new borrowers and help-
ing them with the registration process. Dan Reynolds and
Robert Zenisck both enrolled seven neighborhood kids. Patsy
Best, Mary Rupnik, and Thomas Pringle also recruited and
enrolled new borrowers. One little boy even took it upon him-
self to ensure that loans were returned on time. He constantly
reminded other borrowers to return loans promptly and pres-
sured kids to bring back overdue toys.20

hese were not the actions of passive clients, but rather
active participants helping to define the program.
Children helped determine what appeared on the
centers’ shelves by donating toys and lobbying staff members
to stock specific playthings. They also aided in the Toy Loan
Project’s operation by volunteering their time to repair toys,
put together puzzles, and perform other tasks. Finally, by
recruiting their friends and neighbors as new clients, they
ensured the success and growth of the program. These were
the actions of a group of people who had a significant stake in
the Toy Loan Project, and took action to both ensure its suc-
cess and shape the program to meet their wants and needs.
However, the Toy Loan Project did not meet the wants
and needs of all Milwaukee children. Irving Harris, for exam-
ple, lived just three blocks from his neighborhood Toy Loan
Center and never used it. Richard Straka rarely used his
neighborhood toy library, stating in an interview given later
in life, “The toys were not to my choice.” Straka believed that
grown-ups selected the toys and he was uninterested in the
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center. Other children were not even aware the program
existed. LaVerne Koelsch Jones and William Callahan both
lived just three blocks from their neighborhood toy libraries
and neither even recalled knowing the program existed.?!
Despite the fact that not all of Milwaukee’s children used
the program or were even aware of its existence, the Toy
Loan Project had a large and influential group of adult sup-
porters. The city’s leading juvenile justice and child experts
supported the program and continually lauded its benefits.
Their most powerful argument was that the program pre-
vented juvenile crime. Milwaukee attorney Eugene J. Sullivan
explained that the toy loan program took away a child’s
propensity to steal. Ninth Street School principal O. A. Beir
stated that since the opening of the Toy Loan Center in the
neighborhood, juvenile shoplifting had been markedly
curbed. According to Milwaukee children’s court judge
August Braun, there was a significant reduction in juvenile
crime among children who used the Toy Loan Centers.?2
Advocates also argued that the toy libraries benefited chil-
dren’s mental health. Proponents explained the centers made
children happier and more content. In an evaluation of the

program, WPA official Walter Harris asserted that toy loans
created the security so important to a child’s development.
“Where actual toy starvation has been offset . . . ,” he stated,
“a feeling of inferiority has been overcome. . . .” Principal
Ethel M. Gardener noted better behavior and happy children
at the Andrew Jackson School. “I have seen some of the tough-
est little children,” Gardener explained, “transformed into
happy youngsters by the loan of a scooter.”23

Supporters also praised the program for helping to build
character. Milwaukee District Attorney Herbert Staffes
explained that the centers helped develop the characteristics
of good citizenship. The Cudahy School Superintendent J. E.
Jones stated the program instilled a sense of responsibility in
borrowers. Others argued that the Toy Loan Project devel-
oped sharing, trust, respect for property rights, neatness,
promptness, courtesy, cooperation, and truthfulness—all
aspects of good character.2*

Not everyone in the community was convinced that the
program was a cure-all, however. Detractors believed the Toy
Loan Project could not develop a child’s character or prevent
juvenile crime. They were also concerned about the cost of

Children checked out toys, like this doll stove, much as they checked out books in the library, with a card system, and for a specified amount of time.
Children often became more vigilant than the adults in tracking late and lost toys, pressuring borrowers to return their overdue playthings.
U.S. National Archives 69-N-18153-C
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the program and felt it was a burden to taxpayers. Initially,
however, they refrained from openly criticizing the popular
project. Toy Loan opponents apparently believed that taking
on a popular program supported by the city’s most prominent
juvenile justice and child experts would be futile. Additional-
ly, critics were more concerned about other much larger
WPA projects and the cost of relief programs. The Affiliated
Taxpayers Committee, for example, privately opposed the
program during the Great Depression. This organization of
conservative business people, however, called for “drastic
reductions” in all welfare budgets. The tax dollars spent on all
relief programs, they argued, drained money from the private
sector and hindered economic recovery.?>

By 1942 World War II defense spending was fueling the
economic recovery and many New Deal programs were being
discontinued. In March, WPA District Director J. R. McQuil-
lan announced that the Toy Loan Project would be closed.
This thrilled opponents and disappointed supporters. The
program’s champions, however, quickly called on the
Milwaukee County Board of Supervisors to assume responsi-
bility for the project. On March 24, before critics had the
chance to mobilize, the Board voted 17—1 to temporarily take
over the project.20

The following year, when the issue of making the project
permanent came before the County Civil Service Commis-
sion, opponents seized the moment. Commissioner Thomas
Kattnig insisted on abolishing the program. The Toy Loan
Project, he argued, “wasted manpower and material and is
useless.” It would be more cost-effective, the industrialist
argued, to give the few remaining poor families playthings
rather than to operate costly toy libraries. The Affiliated Tax-
payers Associations wholeheartedly agreed. They asserted
that the toy libraries had outlived their usefulness and were a
burden to taxpayers. Work relief, they explained, should be
turned over to long established and better qualified charities.
Opponents continued their assault at a special hearing on the
matter. They questioned the legality of the program and won-
dered if Milwaukee County even had the authority to operate
toy libraries. At the conclusion of the hearing the issue of the
program’s legality was referred to County Corporate Attorney
O. L. O’Boyle.?”

On February 24, 1943, opponents of the toy loan program
gained a victory. O’Boyle announced that Milwaukee County
did not have the legal authority to run the Toy Loan Project.
He explained that the county could compel those on relief to
work, but the type of tasks that they could perform was limit-
ed. The work done at the toy libraries, he stated, fell outside
the approved tasks. Without the power to operate the Toy
Loan Project, the County Board Supervisors voted unani-
mously to close down the program.28

Supporters immediately called on the State Legislature to
grant Milwaukee County the power to operate the Toy Loan

Project. The legislation was introduced to the State Senate on
March 19. It quickly won approval in both chambers and was
signed into law on June 10, 1943. Five days later the County
Board voted 14—4 to reopen the program.2?

Opponents would continue their campaign against what
they saw as an unnecessary and wasteful program for the next
thirty years. Within a decade, they succeeded in cutting the
program in half, and by 1969 only eight toy libraries were still
operating.39 In 1973 opponents finally closed the program
permanently.3!

t the program’s high point, however, the community

embraced the project and believed it prevented juve-

nile delinquency during those Depression years.
While it 1s impossible to know the program’s exact impact, for
children seven to nine, the main users of the program, crime
rates dropped. In the three years before the program began,
an average of 129 complaints were filed against children in
the seven to nine age group. In 1937 the number of com-
plaints against this age group peaked at 143. In the program’s
first year, complaints against this same age group dropped 45
percent. For the rest of the Great Depression the crime rate
for children in this age group averaged only 81 complaints per
year.32 The Toy Loan Project and the community’s other
preventative measures certainly helped keep younger children
out of trouble.

The program, however, did more than help reduce youth
crime; it also helped poor children cope with the Great
Depression. During those years, poor children lived in a
world of hunger and insufficient clothing. Families were
under the stress of stretched finances and unemployment.
Many poor kids even moved to cheaper housing in new
neighborhoods, which forced them to make new friends and
adjust to new schools.33 The children suffering from these
hardships were the very same children who were the Toy
Loan Project’s clients. The borrowed toys and the nurturing
environment they found at the centers helped them cope with
a world of poverty and want. Wi
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