
The Double Greatest Generation 

I'm not the greatest; I'm the double greatest. Not only do I knock 'em out, I pick the round. 
      Muhammed Ali (b. 1942) 

Why don’t you all f-fade away (talkin’ ‘bout my generation)  
And don’t try to d-dig what we all s-s-say (talkin’ ‘bout my generation)  
I’m not trying to cause a b-big s-s-sensation (talkin’ ‘bout my generation)  
I’m just talkin’ ‘bout my g-g-generation (talkin’ ‘bout my generation) 
      Roger Daltrey (b. 1944) 

In September of 2007, Dan Rather filed a $70 million lawsuit against his former 
employer CBS for lost potential wages after his firing.  He claimed that he was made a 
scapegoat since he read a false story about President Bush on the air but wasn’t the 
reporter who researched the story.  For Rather to ask for such a ridiculously large amount 
of money should lead us to question how much income a news station can earn if one 
employee, nearing retirement age, can suggest he would have made close to that as a 
journalist in the twilight of his career.  But Rather adds ludicrosity to ridiculosity (both 
real words) when he admits to doing nothing but read out loud other people’s reports for 
an outrageous sum of money, thus betraying his profession as merely sinecural in 
substance.  And yet the outrage that Rather should provoke is par for the course.  
Because, man, that Tom Brokaw’s full of shit, too! 

Apparently I’m a little late on the scene with this sentiment, for I Googled the 
phrase “greatest generation my ass” and came up with over 10 thousand hits, some of 
which were quite vehement towards our elders and suggested something oedipal was 
going on under the surface.  I, on the other hand, just don’t think that the so-called 
“Greatest Generation” did anything extra special, other than survive the great Depression 
as teenagers, choose to fight one enemy that attacked our soil unprovoked and another 
that has become an icon of evil throughout the world.  What generation wouldn’t be able 
to do that, really?  And then, when they got back from fighting, they had lots of babies.  
And this is my main problem with the idea of the Greatest Generation.  If they’re so 
great, how is it they ended up producing the Baby Boomers?  Is greatness not genetic? 

For clarification’s sake, the Greatest Generation is what Brokaw deemed those 
people born between 1911 and 1924.  The Boomers were born between 1946 and 1964.  
Generation X follows from 1965 to about 1976 and X is followed up by Millenials from 
1977 to who knows when.  There’s a huge gap there, and its size is not its only 
significance. Those born between 1925 and 1945—those alive during, but too young to 
fight in, World War II—are apparently a part of the Silent Generation—so silent that I 
had not heard of this title until I looked it up (to add to their obscurity, I noticed a few 
sources had placed the Silent Generation between 1925 and 1942, which would place 



those born between 1943 and 1945 in no generation at all).  But to my estimation, they 
have had the greatest impact on our society today and mainly for good.  In fact, the bad 
things that are still around have been pressed upon us by the Greatest and their progeny.  
Watergate—Nixon (b. 1913).  The national debt—Reagan (b. 1911) and George H. W. 
Bush (b. 1924).  Who brought it up to $9 trillion?  That would be the Boomer junior Bush 
(b. 1946).  Who are the current executors of the slimy political campaign?  Karl Rove (b. 
1950) is the master, but the Clintons (b. 1946 and 1947) are trying their damnedest to 
become cheap knock-offs of the great emcee. 

When people talk about the Boomers, they usually talk about the ‘60’s and how 
much action they were a part of.  The Boomers were culture shapers and activists.  This is 
a lie.  The Boomers, like their parents, had weird or great things happen to them against 
their own volition.  The Boomers are first class followers and pretty lame leaders.  They 
take good ideas and radicalize them beyond usefulness.  They either take the progressive 
politics of Martin Luther King, jr. (b. 1929) and turn it into the Students for a Democratic 
Society or the conservatism of William F. Buckley, jr. (b. 1925) and turn it into neo-
conservatism.  Sure, they’ll bankrupt Social Security real good, but I say the sooner we 
get them out of influential positions the better. 

And it’s not just in politics that the best ideas have come from the so-called Silent 
Generation only to have it effed up by the Boomers.  We must also look at the arts.  
Starting with music, what do the Beatles, the Beach Boys, Bob Dylan, and the Rolling 
Stones all have in common?  They were all born before the end of the war, so they are of 
the aforementioned Silent Generation; they are not Boomers.  When we add Johnny Cash 
and Willie Nelson (b. 1936 and 1933) we have the most important figures in modern rock 
and country.  The Boomers can claim none of that.  (Led Zepplin is, I’ll admit, ¾ 
Boomer.  However, the ¼ Silent is Jimmy Page, the true leader of that great band.)  The 
Silent ones created the sublime and the Boomers followed with less than perfect 
radicalizations.  A “Day in the Life” became “Hotel California”, “Good Vibrations” 
became “Tom Sawyer”, “Blowin’ in the Wind” became “Running on Empty”, and so on.  
The follow-ups are great songs, but they are not transcendent or paradigm shifting like 
their predecessors. 

And the greatness and kitsch of the Silent ones and Boomers respectively 
continues to this day.  Dylan’s last album is among his greatest.  Some of Cash’s best 
stuff was as a senior citizen.  Brian Wilson overcame mental illness to finish the fantastic 
“SMiLE” in 2004.  Meanwhile, Boomer icons like Elton John and Phil Collins have been 
recording Disney soundtracks for decades.  The Stones are rocking (albeit in a mediocre 
way) on their way to the morgue while Sting went torchy years ago (a LUTE, for the sake 
of Pete!). 

In film, the subtle art of Martin Scorcese (b. 1942) and Robert Altman (b. 1925) is 
followed by the over the top commercial work of Stephen Spielberg (b. 1946) and James 
Cameron (b. 1954).  Stephen Sondheim was born in 1930 and Andrew Lloyd Webber was 
born in 1948 (If I have to explain why this argues my point, we can no longer be friends). 

No where is the Silent Generation such a tragic misnomer than in the world of 
literature.  The 1930s gave us six of the greatest writers in the history of American letters:  



Toni Morrison, Philip Roth, Cormac McCarthy, John Updike, Don DeLillo, and Thomas 
Pynchon.  They are all so different, yet each, in his or her-own way, has advanced the art 
of the novel.  They have not looked for a way to become famous or sell the film rights.  It 
is no quirk of fate that only one of their novels was made into a successful film, and as 
one who has read everything that McCarthy has written, I can honestly say that No 
Country for Old Men was his sloppiest work (and yet it is still better than most of what is 
ironically called ‘novel’ out there).  His other novels, like the others by authors on this 
list, are unfilmable because they have already found the perfect medium.  When these 
authors die, I believe they will be apotheosized like the great writers they learned from—
Faulkner, Steinbeck, Hemmingway, and Fitzgerald.  There’s hardly a Boomer you can 
mention in the same sentence as this group and so I won’t even try.  To tell you the truth, 
I’m not sure if I’ve ever read a book by a Boomer that is as good as any book I’ve read 
by these so-called Silent writers.  I’ve certainly not read one as memorable.   

I do not know the reason behind this elision in our understanding of Anglo-
American society.  The Silent Generation has been anything but silent.  But maybe 
they’re less comfortable with being so public.  They were always compared to their older 
siblings who fought in the war and there weren’t enough of them to speak over the 
throngs of their younger siblings.  So they retreated into their rooms and shifted 
paradigms.  They let their art speak for them.  I include the eloquence of Martin Luther 
King and William F. Buckley in this.  They didn’t merely yell ugly phrases to get people’s 
attention but crafted their sentiments into phrases worth speaking. 

Perhaps this is the reason we’ve never had a president born during that 20 year 
span unless John McCain wins in November—the Silent Generation is too nuanced for 
CNN.  And is it any surprise that McCain, despite all of his political faults (and I believe 
he has many), carries with him a civility that is lacking in most of the Boomer candidates 
we’ve had over the years?     

Now I know I’m overstating my case.  It is, perhaps, splitting hairs in a rather 
severe way to suggest that those conceived before VJ day are in an obviously different 
“generation” than those born nine months after the soldiers landed again on American 
and British soils.  People born in 1944 probably have more in common with people born 
in 1946 than they do with those born in 1929.  And the whole idea of labelling entire 
generations with value judgments is kind of like a secularized astrology.  But when I 
started thinking about it and began to check on the birthdays of the great artists and 
thinkers of the last half century, it was almost eerie how the great ones fit into the Silent 
Generation and how those that fell short were more often than not Boomers.  So if we’re 
going to label generations, and I see no sign of it stopping, we should give the real 
greatest generation its due. 

P.S.  It did not go unnoticed by me that both Dan Rather and Tom Brokaw are members 
of the Silent Generation.  Even more interesting is that both Peter Jennings and Ted 
Koppell were also born between the wars.  For so many years, we were presented our 



picture of the world by that most even keeled and eloquent of generations.  Despite the 
inherent flaws in television news, there is some grace in it after all. 


