The Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio by Terry Ryan is a memoir of a family in which Evelyn, the mother, must feed and clothe ten children on only two thirds of the father’s take home pay because he drinks the rest.  This is the 1950’s and the ways a woman who only had a high school diploma can contribute to the family income are severely limited.  Evelyn doesn’t have the education to be either a nurse or a teacher, typically the only professional jobs open to women at this time.  As a Catholic wife, she is frequently pregnant, and this was a time when women were expected to leave the workplace at least by the time when they were six months pregnant.  If this was an era that placed severe restrictions on Evelyn’s earning power, it also gave her a unique opportunity.  In the fifties, companies sponsored contests that required skill rather than offering the chance to be a random entrant as we see so frequently on the Internet today.  The subtext of the title says it all: How my mother raised ten kids on twenty-five words or less.  

Her method was similar to women who save on their grocery bills by clipping coupons, but she also had to have a talent for words.  One of the more memorable slogans of the era, (not Evelyn’s) was “You’ll wonder where the yellow went / When you brush your teeth with Pepsodent.”  Evelyn excelled at composing similar jingles.  If she had different opportunities, she probably would have been a Madison Avenue advertising executive. 

Companies sponsored contests to acquire new advertising ideas, and to sell more products.  Most contest applications had to be accompanied by a  proof of purchase such as box tops or paper wrappers.  She saved labels from every product that came into the house and organized them in shoeboxes.  Eventually she had friends and neighbors saving labels and trained the children to never pass by a vending machine or a trash can without looking for discarded packaging.

Evelyn saved the budget with her winnings.  It seemed as if she won things just when they were needed.  If the toaster died, a new one came as a premium in the mail.  She came up with a jingle for Beechnut gum which won a Triumph TR3 sports car.  That car just didn’t work for a family of twelve, but the money certainly was needed.  What a winner!

